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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines the concept of women's experience 

stories as an emerging literary paradigm. It is asserted 

that experience stories are written out of the raw material 

of women's lives, that they attempt a re-writing of women's 

scripts, that they challenge literary conventions, that they 

involve a fall into awakening, and, finally, that experience 

stories are subversive of the patriarchy in that they allow 

the foregrounding of women's experience. The author 

experiments with the concept of experience story by writing 

five original short stories narrated in the first person by 

women in various stages of life. 'The stories--"You Can't Be 

Too Careful," "Everybody Else,',' "Thermals," "Namesake," and 

"Lifting Up"--are examined to determine whether they meet 

the criteria of experience story. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

This thesis will experiment with the concept of women's 

experience stories. The term "experience," as used here, 

refers to the raw material of women's lives. An experience 

story is one which uses this raw material in such as way as 

to privilege a woman's perception of that material. 

This chapter will discuss the concept of experience 

stories and its application to the woman writer in the 

crafting of short stories. Chapters II, III, IV, V, and VI 

will present five short stories narrated in the first person 

by women in various stages of life. Chapter VII will 

examine whether these stories intersect with the elements 

discussed in Chapter I and will discuss the difficulties 

encountered in writing the stories. 

Women have traditionally written of their experiences 

in the form of letters, journals, and/or diaries. With the 

advent of the novel, these forms were used in the new genre. 
' 

Mary Eagleton observes that women became fiction writers 

when fiction was held in low esteem (61). She also observes 

that the short story is newer than the novel, even lower in 

status, and capable of being "domestically produced." Women 

writers poured into their novels and short stories the stuff 
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of their domestic experience (62). 

The domestic experience which gave women writers a rich 

vein of material has also prejudiced women writers with the 

literary canon. Domestic literature, the stuff of everyday 

life, is frequently judged by critics to be "weak" and 

narrow in focus, marginal at best, whereas the "conveyance 

of wide-ranging and significant meaning remains with the 

male" (64). Historically, the "female forms," those genres 

which women have inhabited in great numbers, Eagleton 

states, have been judged "less literary, less intellectual, 

less wide-ranging, less profound" (57). Eagleton sees "in 

the image [critics] offer of the short story writer and 

character--non-hegemonic, peripheral, contradictory--a 

reflection of the position of women in a patriarchal 

society" (62). Such criticism, she says, "exemplifies that 

double-bind which places women's writing in restricted 

categories and then uses that restriction as a sign of 

women's creative limitation" (64). The prioritizing of 

genres and the denigration of women's writing is not 

accidental. These judgments are made within an ideological 

framework which is predominantly patriarchal. 

Against this background, feminist writing and criticism 

is profoundly subversive, says Eagleton. Its focus on the 

work of women 

.. questions the prioritising of genres [and] 
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the definition of 'literature;' it rescues the 

women's work from being secondary source material, 

merely an interesting gloss on the primary male 

text ... and it allows the female voice to speak 

its owner's own experience. (57-58) 

There is a widespread perception that men are more 

capable than women to write about the "public" sphere and 

that women's writing is relegated to the "private" sphere. 

This perception is being challenged by contemporary women 

writing out of the stuff of their own experience. In the 

writing of Tillie Olsen, for example, the family battle

ground is a microcosm of the world at large. In "I Stand 

Here Ironing," Olsen comments on the public sphere by 

showing us the very private "dredgings" of a mother's mind. 

We know, says Dale Spender, "that women lead very 

different lives from men. And we do know that different 

material circumstances can produce different world views, 

different forms of consciousness and frames of meaning" 

(119). The experience of women has taught us to be 

suspicious of any interpretation or "meaning" that is not 

born out of our experience. I believe there is among women 

readers and writers a hunger for stories which relate these 

experiences and which articulate the world views and frames 

of meaning which have been largely ignored by the dominant 

literary forms. These frames of meaning may not be capable 



of expression in standard literary conventions. The 

experience is the meaning. Experience stories are becoming 

the foundations of a new system of meaning, a new literary 

paradigm which is beginning to realize itself. 

4 

The experience story which I believe fits the new 

paradigm does five things of which I as a woman writer am 

aware as I write. First, the contemporary women's 

experience story makes heavy use of the raw materials of 

experience. The seemingly trivial is lifted to the symbolic 

in a new way. This fact can be seen in the writings of 

"ethnic" women, in Maxine Hong Kingston's "talkihg-stories," 

in Toni Cade Bambera's gritty Afro-American life, and in 

American Indian writers such as Louise Erdrich and Leslie 

Marmon Silko. It is also evidenced by the particularity in 

the writings of regional writers, such as Lee Smith and 

Bobbie Ann Mason. Women are talking to one another, telling 

collective stories, and redeeming the elements of their 

lives as literature. "Women who thought their lives were 

boring have found they're interesting to one another,'' Grace 

Paley has said. (Schleifer 32). Nancy Miller credits the 

practice of consciousness-raising with putting women in 

touch with one another to rediscover the value of their own 

experience (Heilbrun 44). 

Second, experience stories attempt a collective re

writing of the scripts that whole bodies of people have 
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lived by. Nancy Miller talks of writing "fictions of 

desire" (Heilbrun 45). These desires have not been 

addressed by literature as we know it (45). Miller speaks 

of the "female impulse to power, as opposed to the erotic 

impulse which alone is supposed to impel women" (Heilbrun 

44). "The plots of women's literature," Miller writes, "are 

not about 'life' ... [they are] about the constraints . 

. of rendering a female life in fiction" (45). The Color 

Purple by Alice Walker is an outstanding example of such a 

"fiction of desire." Gloria Steinham has said that all 

women are "female impersonators" (Heilbrun 109). Writing is 

one way women have chosen to make themselves known to them

selves and to one another, to avoid living "the loneliness 

of the liar" (Rich, Corrunon Language 17), and to leave the 

circumscribed scripts given us by the patriarchy. "It's 

time to leave you," Celie tells Mr. __ in The Color 

Purple, "and enter into the Creation" (Walker 207). 

Third, experience stories challenge literary conven

tions. One staple convention that has been seen to act 

against women is irony. Critic Johanna Smith states that 

"The ironic vision is used as an evasion; it functions .. 

in literature as it does in life as a form of detachment" 

(Smith 194-5). Smith is writing here of Heart of Darkness, 

but her remarks can be applied to other works where irony is 

used to mask the "gaps" in the patriarchal world view. 
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Experience stories function well in these gaps, not so much 

"filling them in" as using them as starting points to 

challenge the superstructure. "To rest in ironies [as in 

Heart of Darkness], to distance ourselves ... would be to 

participate in Marlow's detachment" (Smith 195). To Marlow, 

the lie is a form of death. The irony of Marlow's lie, to 

the Intended, masks the gap which should be filled with the 

Intended and her intentions. The irony in experience 

stories, such as appears in Louise Erdrich's "Saint Marie," 

when Marie's stab wounds are taken to be stigmata (Erdrich 

53-55), are used by women to expose--an anger, a hatred, a 

betrayal--rather than to mask. 

Fourth, experience stories of women seem to involve 

some sort of "fall" into awakening. The "fall" for a woman 

writer may be from security, from beauty, from femininity, 

from respectability, from a storybook marriage; it is most 

certainly a fall from a received script into a narrative of 

one's own. In her poem, "Women in Doorways," Anita Skeen 

writes, "We wake in the middle/of narratives, waiting for a 

way in,/a way out of the plot" (Skeen 27). It is a 

traditional plot device that the protagonist, starting at 

some point of equilibrium, falls into difficulty and climbs 

back out again. For women writers, however, this is seen as 

less a plot device than a fact of life. Heilbrun says that 

men, with exceptions, "tend to move on a fairly predictable 



7 

path of achievement; women transform themselves only after 

an awakening. And that awakening is identifiable only in 

hindsight" (118). "When Sleeping Beauty wakes up," writes 

Maxine Kwnin, "she is almost fifty years old" (Heilbrun 60). 

This sense of rebirth in the second half of life seems to be 

a persistent element of women's experience stories. Celie 

in The Color Purple is one example of a protagonist who 

triumphed in the second half of life. It is also heard 

repeatedly in the oral histories of women told over a cup of 

coffee. In "Tribute to Freud" (1956) H.D. writes: 

I know that I must drown, as it were, completely 

in order to come out on the other side of things 

(like Alice with her looking-glass ... or rise to 

the surface after the third time down, not dead to 

this life but with a new set of values, my 

treasure dredged from the depth. I must be born 

again or break utterly. (DuPlessis 105) 

One obvious intersection of literature with ideology is 

in the outcome of the narrative. Erruna Bovary ''fell," and 

her fall mandated her death as a heroine. Contemporary 

women writers attempt to find a new ending for Emma, a means 

of escape leading to a happier outcome. 

Fifth, for the reasons already stated, experience 

stories are profoundly subversive. Women writers are 

looking for their own reality--"the thing I came for," says 
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Adrienne Rich, "the wreck and not the story of the wreck/the 

thing itself and not the myth" (Rich, Poems 197). Nina 

Pelikan Straus suggests "that high art is in some way a 

confirmation of the one gender's access to certain secrets" 

which would be "demystified" if women had access to them 

(134). In this context, the foregrounding of women's 

experience, the simple act of telling the truth is felt and 

perceived as a act of political subversion. In the face of 

profound and per-sistent denial, it is taboo to assert that 

"the Emperor is nude," to say, "This is how it is." The 

telling, the writing of her truth is an act of defiance that 

permits the woman to see. "Unless I call attention to what 

passes before my eyes, I simply won't see it," Annie Dillard 

says (Schleich 51). The story of the Emperor's New Clothes 

is relevant in another respect. One may refuse to see the 

Emperor's nakedness because one may not like the child who 

spoke the truth. In the double bind that exists with women 

and literature, women's perceptions are discounted, because 

women are considered messengers who are unreliable at best 

and bitter or vindictive at worst. 

Nevertheless, more and more women are telling the truth 

of their lives, examining their scripts, deconstructing 

literary conventions, subverting patriarchal ideologies, and 

writing new outcomes to their narratives which allow for 

resurrection and rebirth. 



With the idea of experience stories in mind, I have 

written five stories narrated by women in various stages of 

life. They will not be discussed until after the stories 

have been presented, in order to avoid prejudicing the 

reading of the stories as stories. 

9 



CHAPTER II 

YOU CAN'T BE TOO CAREFUL 

Daddy told the people at his office that he kept his 

gun and his condoms on his bed-side table. 

"A man can't be too careful," he said. 

I happened to be there when he said that, because I was 

down there playing on Ed's computer. Everybody laughed, 

then looked at me. I never did know what I was supposed to 

do when he said things like that. 

"Little pitchers," Ed said. 

Then Daddy came over and put his arm around me and gave 

me one of those hugs that made you want to die for him. 

"This is my beloved daughter in whom I'm well-pleased," 

he said. 

Daddy's gun and his condoms were still on his bed-side 

table that morning when I left for school. He was still 

asleep, lying in his king-size bed with the white sheets, 

the white-washed concrete wall behind him, and the white 

curtains blowing in the Gulf Breeze. The sun was shining in 

the window on his feet. His dark hair was sweaty and matted 

against his forehead like it was every morning. His hand 

with the turquoise ring was hanging over the side of the 

bed. 

10 
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Daddy was going in to work later these days. He'd told 

Ed that he didn't need to come in so early since he stayed 

so late. Ed'd bought it. Daddy could do anything he wanted 

almost, he was that important to Ed. Ed wanted him in by 

ten, so I made sure the alarm was set. 

Things had been pretty boring that summer before school 

started. I had to wait six weeks to meet any kids. Daddy 

went to work, and I stayed home. There was nobody to talk 

to but Mrs. Reid, the landlady, and she complained all the 

time. But it was better than being in Dallas with Mama 

ragging me to be a lady all the time. Daddy always was more 

fun. He drank a little, but he laughed and told jokes, and 

everybody liked him. He'd take me down to his office, and 

we ate out a lot. Sometimes one of his friends went with 

us. My favorite was Bill Montoya. He called me "Chiquita." 

He wore a black coat with a gun on his back. He was real 

nice. He took us over to Matamoros to see his ranch. 

I had to walk to school, but that wasn't too bad. 

Brownsville was real pretty, and it had flowers and palm 

trees all up and down the streets. I made some friends, and 

we hung out at the mall after school. Then I'd walk home 

and do the kitchen and wait for Daddy to come home so we 

could go out to eat. Daddy was proud that I hadn't missed 

one day of school since I'd been living with him. Mama had 

let me come down to live with Daddy, because I wouldn't go 
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to school in Dallas. I quit going to school when Daddy 

moved out, and there was nothing she could do to make me go. 

Daddy told Mama it just took a man's strong hand. That 

really made her mad. I thought it was pretty funny. 

That morning I walked to school wondering if Daddy was 

going to clean up his room or make me do it for him. I knew 

he had a date, and he might not want her to see his room 

like it was. I kept the kitchen and my room clean, but his 

room was the first room you walked into when you went into 

the house. It was always messed up. I didn't think it was 

fair that I should have to clean it. Daddy had been taking 

a lot of Maalox, and those boxes were all over. I'd told 

him the night before he ought to pick them up. 

"Fuck it," he said. "They're white. They go with the 

decor." 

Then he saw me looking at his bed-side table. 

"Fuck her if she can't take a joke," he said. 

I knew his date wouldn't like it, because Mama didn't 

like it. I didn't say anything, because I didn't want him 

to think I was nagging him or have him saying I was like 

Mama. He said Mama had become dreadful, a "penny dreadful," 

he sometimes called her, comparing her to the loose change 

he picked out of the ashes on his table. 

I knew he missed Mama and my brothers. Bucky told me 

he did. Bucky was my cousin, but he was a lot older than 
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me. He came down to Brownsville on business, and Daddy and 

I picked him up at the airport. The whole place was flat 

enough to land an airplane almost anywhere, but they built 

this airport out in the middle of nowhere. 

Bucky and Daddy talked for two days solid. I got in on 

a lot of it. Daddy bragged about living on the Border where 

people were uncomplicated and knew how to live and how to 

cook real food. He said Brownsville was a paradise, and he 

liked everything about it except those goddamn cannas that 

grew everywhere. Bucky said he was lucky to have found a 

new home. They talked a lot about Hank, too, who was 

Daddy's best friend. 

"I'd sure like to see old Hank," Daddy said, putting on 

his drawl, "and talk a little cameras and a little life." 

Daddy was a photographer before he started working for Ed. 

Bill Montoya went with us out to eat a couple of times 

when Bucky was there. Right before they'd bring me home, 

they'd start telling Bill about Granddad, which was Daddy's 

grandfather, who lived in a little house in the back yard 

when Daddy and Bucky were little. They used to sit out 

there with Granddad and listen to the baseball games on the 

crystal radio. Granddad kept stats on his wooden table with 

a pencil and paper. I'd already heard about it a million 

times. Then Daddy and Bucky and Bill Montoya would bring me 

home and they'd go back out "to top it off." 
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It was during Bucky's visit that Daddy started buying 

those big boxes of Maalox. After Bucky left, Daddy went to 

the emergency clinic. 

"Whorehouse of medicine," he called it. "Take a number 

and wait." 

He was afraid there was something wrong with his heart. 

I thought he was homesick. Sometimes my chest hurt real bad 

when I thought of how it was in Dallas. The tests said 

Daddy was fine, but the doctor told him to stop smoking and 

lose thirty pounds. He smoked three packs a day. 

The doctor didn't say anything about his drinking. It 

was a good thing. Daddy was real touchy about it. He said 

he wasn't going to turn out to be an alcoholic like his 

uncles. Mama said he already was one, and that was why she 

was divorcing him. She asked me about his drinking every 

time she called. She even called Ed, but Ed told her to get 

off his back. 

Mama'd called just the night before. I told her Daddy 

wasn't drinking very much, which was the truth now that 

Bucky had gone back home. 

"Listen," she said. "Yesterday I took your brothers to 

a movie. When we got out the sky was purple, and there was 

a new moon with a star sitting in its lap. I was the moon 

and you were the star." 

She started crying. I told her I had to go, and I hung 
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up the phone. Then I felt bad about it. Sometimes I 

thought she wanted me to do something, but I couldn't figure 

out what it was. Sometimes I asked her, but she wouldn't 

tell me the real thing. I waited by the phone, because I 

thought she might call back. The phone rang, but it was 

Bucky. He talked to me, since Daddy wasn't there. 

Bucky started talking about Granddad. I pretty much 

didn't listen until I heard the part about the stats. I 

knew where I was supposed to laugh. 

''If the stats weren't like he thought they should be, 

Granddad would get so disgusted he'd throw down his pencil 

and say 'That's not baseball.'" Bucky laughed. I laughed, 

too. 

Sometimes at night Daddy would listen to the Texas 

Rangers baseball on the radio. I didn't like baseball, but 

I liked the noise it made. I told Bucky I had to go. 

I walked home from school that afternoon hoping Mama 

wouldn't call. Maybe nobody would call. Daddy would have 

his date. Maybe he wouldn't bring her over, and I could 

call one of my friends or play my tapes or the TV. I'd have 

to keep the volume down to keep Mrs. Reid from complaining. 

Mrs. Reid was outside watering her cannas when I got 

home. Daddy was asleep on the bed dressed in his white 

guayabera shirt and white pants. I threw my books on the 

kitchen table and decided I'd better get the kitchen cleaned 
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up before I waked him. I was washing dishes when Ed's 

secretary called. She said Ed was out of town and wanted 

Daddy to file some papers for him. I told her Daddy was 

asleep. She said Daddy hadn't been to work all day and to 

have him call when he woke up. 

I finished the dishes and made a pot of coffee and went 

over to wake him up. I pushed aside some change, set the 

mug down on his table, and sat down on his bed. I could 

tell he'd shaved and washed his hair, but he looked 

different, kind of blue. I shook him to wake him. He 

didn't move. He was blue and stiff. I thought of when we 

found our dog out in the alley. He was stiff like that. I 

went outside and got Mrs. Reid. The ambulance came and got 

Daddy. He was dead. The police didn't find any marks on 

his body, so they gave me back his gun and his other things. 

I called Mama from the police station. 

Ed's wife made me spend the night with her. She had 

three kids, and there were diapers all over the place. Ed 

was still out of town, and they hadn't been able to find 

him. His secretary came over to see me and Bill Montoya. 

Everybody was crying, so it was hard for me not to. Bill 

called me "Chiquita" and told me I was always welcome to 

visit his family at the ranch. The next morning Ed's wife 

drove me over to the apartment so I could pack. One of the 

kids had a doctor's appointment, so she couldn't stay. 
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Till then I hadn't really thought it might be true. I 

still couldn't get it in my mind. Daddy had left once 

before, but I hadn't let him go. I wanted to go in by 

myself, but Mrs. Reid was there . She went into the 

apartment with me to help me pack. She'd closed the 

windows, so it was hot in Daddy's room. I started to sweat. 

There was the room just as we left it, the Maalox boxes and 

the bedside table. The sun was shining in the window, but 

where his feet should have been was just the messed up 

sheet. I thought I was going to throw up. Everybody around 

me was crying and upset, but I wasn't. 

I looked for Daddy's ring. It wasn't with his things 

the police gave me. I tore the sheets off the bed looking 

for it. Mrs. Reid asked me what I was doing. 

"Where's Daddy's ring? What did you do with it?" I 

yelled at her. 

She just stood there shaking her head. 

I kept yelling, and she kept shaking her head. 

Finally I went all around the room opening all the 

windows. It was too hot. 

"There," I shouted at her and stormed into the kitchen 

for some coffee. 

Mrs. Reid left. I packed my suitcase. I had to fly 

back to Dallas for the funeral, but I didn't pack any dressy 

clothes. Mrs. Reid drove me to the airport in Daddy's car. 
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When she started up the car, the baseball game came on the 

radio. She turned it to a station that played elevator 

music. We got to the airport about dark. Sure enough, 

there was the new moon sailing through puffy little clouds 

over palm trees in the middle of nowhere, but if the moon 

had a star on its lap, I didn't see it. 

Ed took charge of Daddy's things. I talked to him at 

the funeral. I told him I was going back. I said I wanted 

Daddy's ring and his gun. Ed didn't find the ring, but he 

saved the gun for me. It's mine now. 



CHAPTER III 

EVERYBODY ELSE 

If you asked me what it was like, I would have to say 

that most of it I don't remember. I remember everyone else 

--the way Jerry made coffee and Mama's enormous big hats and 

how Jake never did have any pants on. Me I don't remember. 

I remember sitting around the dining table drinking 

coffee. We'd have company. Sometimes I just stayed out of 

the room. Or I'd sit with them unless I was doing cooking 

or something with the kids. Then I'd hear them laughing and 

come back in and ask them about it, explaining I'd been out 

of the room. Sometimes I wouldn't get it, even if I was 

right there. Then they would tease me, hooting and slapping 

the table and saying "Callie's out of the room" like a Greek 

chorus. 

But I liked that old ash table. Just about everything 

that happened happened there. It sat in the dining room of 

that '20's house next to those big windows with their hard 

oak woodwork. When I was alone I'd sit there, reading or 

watching TV, or I'd watch the goldfish swimming around in 

that fish bowl we made by cutting the top out of a five

gallon water bottle. Sometimes I'd wake up and find myself 
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sitting there watching the TV roll. Or the boys would be 

chasing each other round and round through the house, and 

I'd be no more interested in them than if they had been a 

test pattern. 

I remember once when it was so cold, the worst cold 

spell in North Texas in twelve years. We'd been snowed in 

over Christmas at Jerry's parents' house in Collinsburg, 

forty miles north, up on the Red River. "That leaky old 

house will take days to warm up," Jerry had said. He was 

right. When we got back, there was ice on the inside of the 

windows and water frozen in the fish bowl. 'fwo days later 

we're still waiting for the house to warm up to normal and 

for the G.E. repairman to come out to fix the refrigerator. 

Somehow it had quit working while we'd been gone. 

I was sitting at the table that morning in my robe 

watching the goldfish thaw. Jerry was at work. Marcella, 

the mother cat, lay under the table right at my feet nursing 

Chess, a dashing black and white tom from her first litter. 

Poor sad, hungry Marcella. She'd had another litter before 

Christmas. Two kittens had managed to survive even though 

Chess pushed them away to suckle Marcella. Marcella was too 

beat down to protect her new babies and too busy nursing to 

eat enough. I looked down on the decadent scene of one 

adult cat nursing another. Marcella and I were partners in 

squalor. 
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A Ford LTD pulled up out front, and a woman got out. 

Oh, no, I thought. Not Mama. That's all I needed was to 

have Jerry's mother coming in here and seeing all this. But 

the woman walked into the house across the street, thank 

God. 

She's got class though, Mama does. I had to give her 

that. Those outrageously wonderful hats with flowers and 

feathers--just short of gaudy. I'll bet she had fifteen or 

twenty of them all neatly stacked in her closet. "A place 

for everything and everything in its place." Her saying. 

Papa fussed about Mama's "thumbnail sermons." I knew if I 

had that many hats, they'd end up on the floor of the closet 

with baby cats in them. 

How does somebody get to be that way, I wondered, so 

sure of herself, knowing just what to wear and what to do? 

She goes where she wants when she wants, down to Fort Worth 

to buy her hats or antiques, without asking Papa, just so 

she's back in time to fix supper. 

Everybody in that family knew what they ought to be 

doing. I'd asked Jerry to stay home with me that morning, 

but he had to go to work, he said. His Papa always went to 

work. 

Maybe it's a case of the haves and the have-nots, I 

thought. Well, I sure didn't have it. I looked at my two 

boys, so full of themselves, exorcising every wiggle 
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suppressed over Christmas. Bobby, the toddler, raced 

three-year-old Jake through dining room, kitchen, hall. 

Dining room. Kitchen. Hall. Like a drum beat. They've 

got it, I thought. They got it from Jerry, I guess, who got 

it from his Papa. 

But Jerry was also not like his Papa, because he was 

lazy, they said. And he was so elegant, like Mama, so fine 

in his precise, languid movements. I thought of Mama's 

house over Christmas and how I'd come into the kitchen 

feeling like an intruder. Mama was looking at her son over 

the kitchen table, him looking back at her, mother and son 

sharing the same large brown eyes, the same sensual 

eyelashes, the same graceful hands, the same meticulous 

nature, the same pride in their specialness. I knew I would 

never be that special to him. 

Jake bumped the table, and I realized I'd been watching 

the boys without seeing them. Both boys were naked except 

for goosebumps. Bobby had no clean clothes. Jake did, but 

he wouldn't let me dress him. I wished for a moment Mama 

had come down today . . The kids would be dressed and fed 

blueberry muffins and the cobwebs would be swept from the 

corners. I'd even let her tackle the trash behind the water 

heater. Let the kids do whatever they wanted, I decided. I 

had other things on my mind. 

Like the refrigerator. The G.E. man might be out 
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today, and I wanted to clean up before he came. I was 

wondering where to start when Jake saw Marcella and 

remembered the chant he had learned when Marcella was sick. 

"Marcella has diarrhea. Marcella has diarrhea." It had 

been a joke before Christmas, but it wasn't funny now. 

"Stop it," I yelled. I lunged out of my chair at Jake, 

but he was gone. I stood up, relieved to be moving, and 

walked into the kitchen. There were three large piles of 

laundry covering the kitchen floor. I calculated the 

possibilities on my fingers. Should I sort them into seven 

smaller piles? Such decisions were crucial, and I wondered 

if I could handle this one. 

I was staring at the laundry when the doorbell rang. I 

turned to see Jake pressed full-length against the beveled 

glass. I started for the door, but Jake opened it and let 

in a man in a pressed and starched brown uniform sporting a 

crew cut and carrying a snappy brown leather bag. I knew he 

had driven up from Fort Worth this morning, so figuring 

driving time and time to bathe and dress and eat breakfast, 

he must have got up while it was still dark. I couldn't 

believe anyone could manage immaculateness that early in the 

morning. I looked at his polished dress shoes and wished I 

had got dressed. 

I was embarrassed, so of course I yelled at Jake. "Get 

in your room this minute and put on some pants." Jake ran 
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into his room, then into the bathroom where he started 

running water for his Christmas boat. 

The G.E. man handed me his card and stepped sedately 

over a diaper on his way to the kitchen. He stopped in 

front of the laundry. 

"Let me move that." I scooted the laundry out of his 

way, then went to the counter and began scrubbing as hard as 

I could. 

He opened the refrigerator door and satisfied himself 

the refrigerator was not working. 

"We're going to have to pull this out from the wall," 

he said. I didn't think about the aluminum trays and cake 

plates on top until just about the time they clattered down 

around him. 

"I'm sorry," I said, "I haven't had time to clean this 

since we got back from vacation." I rushed to pick up the 

unruly utensils, then went back to the counter and began 

scrubbing like I'd invented it. There was silence in the 

room broken only by the sound of water splashing in the 

bathtub. 

"Ma'am," said the G.E. man after a while. "This is 

what's causing your problem." I turned to see him with a 

pair of bamboo tongs fastidiously holding a dead mouse with 

a clump of dust hanging from its tail. 

"It looks like he got caught in the fan and stopped 



25 

your motor," he said softly. He walked over to the garbage 

can and laid the mouse to rest on coffee grounds. He wiped 

his tongs with a rag. 

I tried to think of something to say. Jake ran back in 

the room, still with no pants on, and stood jumping up and 

down by the water heater. It must have been the sudden 

thumping of his feet that did it, because just then a mouse 

ran out from behind the water heater right at me. I jumped. 

The mouse saw me then and changed directions and ran toward 

the stove, the broiler drawer open from this morning's 

toast. The mouse jumped to hide in the broiler. I thought 

I'd trap him inside and shoved the door shut, but I caught 

him half in and half out of the broiler, his hind end 

wiggling. 

"Look, Mama, look." Jake was dancing in place. "Here, 

kitty, kitty, kitty." 

I couldn't think what to do. Then Marcella came 

running into the room--she could move when she wanted to-

but Chess was right behind her, out-maneuvered her and beat 

her to the stove. With one swipe of his paw, Chess stripped 

the mouse's rear end, leaving a bloody spine protruding from 

the broiler. Chess took his prize into the living room. 

I looked at the G.E. man, then I bent down and opened 

the broiler drawer to see. Half a mouse lay on a piece of 

oven toast. Marcella seized the rest of the body. 



"Mama, the kitties ate the mouse, the kitties ate the 

mouse," Jake screamed. He .was dancing again, his penis 

leaping in a primitive celebration of joy and wonder and 

delight. 
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The G.E. man stood at attention, a study in appropriate 

behavior. He bent down to put his tongs back in his bag. 

"Go turn off your water." It was all I could think to 

say. Jake did not move. 

The G.E. man cleared his throat. 

"Ma'am," he said. "Do you have a vacuum cleaner?" 

I gave him my full attention. 

"Yes," I said. "I do." 

"Well," he said, "it would be a good idea to vacuum 

under your refrigerator at regular intervals. It will make 

your motor operate more efficiently." He picked up his tool 

bag and headed for the door. Jake ran after him tugging at 

his creased pants. 

The G.E. man put his hand on the door knob and told me 

to have a good day. Jake would not let go of his pants. 

"Mister," Jake said. "Hey, Mister." 

The G.E. man looked down at Jake. 

"Marcella has diarrhea." 

I don't remember after that. I'm sure I told Jerry 

about it, because he added the story of the G.E. man to his 
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repertoire of tales told around the table. But you know, 

it's not only animals that have to hibernate. The next 

thing I remember about that time is that day in spring when 

Mama came to clean the windows. 

We were asleep when she came, but Mama came in through 

the unlocked front door, down the hall with the light burned 

out, past the bathroom smelling like too many overflowed 

baths, and into the bedroom with the floor-to-ceiling 

windows where Jerry and I were sleeping. I felt Mama shake 

Jerry's shoulder through the covers and Jerry stirring. 

"Did you forget about me?" Mama asked. 

"No," Jerry said. "Let me get dressed." 

I pretended to be asleep, but I saw Mama step over our 

clothes on her way into the kitchen and Jerry sit up on the 

side of the bed. I saw him put on his khaki pants and tee

shirt. He carried his shoes into the kitchen. 

"How about a cup of coffee?" I heard him say. 

"Splendid," Mama said. 

I heard the sound of running water and Jerry washing 

the coffee pot. I heard him cross over to the refrigerator 

where he kept the coffee. Mama would see where I had stored 

my ironing in there, but she had no way of knowing if it was 

the same ironing that was there the last time she came. And 

she wouldn't see the laundry, because I'd remembered she was 

coming and picked it up off the floor last night. I heard 
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the floorboards creak. Jerry was crossing back to the sink. 

He refused to use coffee filters, and it embarrassed me to 

know that Mama was watching him take the roll of toilet 

paper down from the kitchen window sill, tear off one single 

square, and place it in the bottom of the basket. That was 

how he made coffee. 

"Your Papa went down to Fort Worth this morning," Mama 

said. 

"I'll bet he just lay around till all hours and it was 

all you could do to get him out of bed." Jerry was teasing 

Mama. Papa was an early-riser, and he went to Fort Worth 

every Saturday morning to buy parts for his store. 

"My dear," Mama said. "Your father is a creature of 

habit. We had breakfast at six as we have every day for the 

past thirty years." Mama stopped there, but I knew the rest 

by heart: "Your father has breakfast at six, lunch at 

twelve and supper at six. He is a most regular fellow." 

I heard water being poured into the drip-o-lator and 

got up to go pee. I walked quiet so they wouldn't hear me, 

and I didn't flush. one of the kids could have done it. I 

crawled back in bed just out of sight of Mama, who was 

leaning against the refrigerator talking to Jerry. 

"I brought you blueberry muffins." Mama said. Jerry 

hated blueberry muffins, but we didn't dare tell Mama that. 

I tried to go back to sleep. I could hear Jerry making 
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bacon and eggs in his systematic way and his pulling out the 

broiler to make toast. I heard the quiet drone of their 

voices when they moved into the dining room so Jerry could 

eat breakfast just under that space over the bookcase that 

funnelled every word you said right into where I was. It 

was really loud when Jerry and his friends were up talking 

late. I know lots of jokes I'm not supposed to. 

"Do you suppose Callie would like a cup of coffee and a 

muffin?" Mama asked him. 

"No," I heard Jerry say, "She's out of it. Let her 

sleep." 

I got hungry thinking about Mama's muffins, but I 

didn't get up. Besides, Jerry loved moments like this, 

everything so calm, he and Mama sitting at the table with 

the soft north light coming in the large windows, watching 

the redbuds put out their first hazy coloring. It made me 

proud to know that Mama thought this house had potential and 

admired its rows of books and its warm wood floors. Mama 

had told me many times how important it was to have a sense 

of pride in your home. Jerry thought the house had 

character, and he'd want to sit and talk to Mama. He'd be 

irked that Mama was here to work. It tickled me to think he 

couldn't get out of it. 

Mama gave Jerry the news from Collinsburg, and Jerry 

told her about Robert's new tooth. Then Jerry started 
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telling Marcella stories. Jerry admired Marcella and her 

hunting prowess. He told Mama how he had watched Marcella 

stalk and kill a scorpion in the hall last summer and how 

that same summer I had been on the front porch watching a 

lizard on the brick wall until Marcella saw the lizard and 

then all I saw was a grey blur until Marcella landed back on 

the porch with the lizard in her mouth. Jerry said Marcella 

came out only to eat. 

"We don't see her," he said, "unless she's stalking or 

cornered by her sucklings." I winced at that. 

"Marcella should be fixed," said Mama, "and the kittens 

given away or put to sleep." 

There was a silence. A chair scraped, then Jerry 

started talking about his new camera and the photography 

books he had just bought. He said photography was an art 

form and that the role of the artist was to show the society 

things they would not see otherwise. He went on and on. 

I'd heard it before. There was another silence, then Mama 

said, "Living is an art, too, and it's important to do 

things well. You must give your children a sense of doing 

your best, whatever you do." Thumbnail sermons~ 

"I have to be back in time to fix your Papa his 

supper," Mama said. 

Then I heard the sound of chairs being pushed from the 

table and the clump of shoes as Mama put her ring in Jerry's 
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nose and led him outside. When I heard the sound of water 

hitting the dining room windows, I let out my breath. The 

house was mine. I got up and went into the dining room. I 

saw Jerry on the ladder wielding the water apparatus and 

Mama down below pulling the strings in her big straw hat. 

Jake came in looking sleepy. He was wearing a football 

jersey and no pants. He saw the muffin tin. "Look, Mama," 

he said. "Granny's here." He got one muffin for himself 

and handed me another. He broke off a piece of his muffin 

and dropped it in the fish bowl. 

"Here, Goldie," he said. 

"Don't do that," I said. I fished out a soggy lump of 

muffin. "I've told you not to do that." 

But Jake was at the window, pressing his face against 

the glass and mugging Jerry and Mama. Then he was out the 

front door, slamming it behind him with me yelling at him to 

get his pants on. 

I felt defeated. I got a cup of coffee and sat down at 

the table watching the work in progress. I could see Jake 

and Granny under the pecan tree, Jake pointing up at Jerry 

on the ladder. 

I was working on my second muffin when Robert came in 

wearing a very wet diaper. I took off his diaper, dropped 

it on the floor, and pulled him up into my lap. I could 

feel his wet skin through my gown. We sat watching the show 
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outside, Robert excited about the water hitting the window, 

me feeding him bites of muffin. 

I looked past Jerry and Mama, down the pasture to the 

freeway where toy cars and trucks crawled along the horizon 

and took no notice of this house or the people inside it, 

the same freeway Papa and Mama drove on going to Fort Worth 

and we drove on going to Collinsburg. 

"Traveling." I said to Robert. 

I thought of all those trips back and forth and how 

much you can travel without going anywhere, like goldfish 

swimming round. 

Marcella walked past me on her way to the kitchen. 

That could be me eating scorpions and lizards, I thought. I 

r~sted my head on my son's fragile skull. 

"Traveling," I said. "I wish." 



CHAPTER IV 

THERMALS 

Along this stretch of Interstate I lay down my days, 

lazy doing what I have to do to get along. Buzzards hover 

where the thermals are. 

"I need a job," I told my neighbor. 

"Go see Theda," she said. "The lady who was helping 

Theda just quit to take care of her mother." 

So I'm working for Theda in a little office in her 

house, a white house on a red brick street named for the 

Methodist Bishop who debated Ingersoll, the free-thinker, 

and built churches just to spite him. Theda's got wooden 

butterflies flying all over her front porch, and from my 

desk I can see into the back yard where there's a fish pond 

shaped like the Sea of Galilee and rocks to stand for the 

hills around. 

Jesus, you know, was the Lily of the Valley, so Theda 

has lilies-of-the-valley growing in the rocks around the Sea 

of Galilee. It takes an awful lot of those flowers to make 

a bunch, but Theda has picked them and put them on my desk. 

They smell sweet, like tuberoses she says, and their 

fragrance makes me hopeful. 

Theda and I send out this study course they use in 
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churches, and if churches want this course, they have to 

come to us. It was made up right here in Kansas, so 

Nashville has no part in it. 
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Jillie comes in most days just to check on Theda, 

blowing in like a dust storm and blowing out again. 

Sometimes she takes things to the post office. Theda 

doesn't drive. We go out for coffee a couple of times, 

Jillie and me. She's pretty smart, has two degrees, teaches 

at the college. But I don't know. Jillie tells me what to 

do to make my life right. 

Friday night I'm kind of lonesome. I call Jillie. 

"Have you eaten yet?" 

"Yes," she says. I spend the week-end alone in my 

house. 

Monday morning early Jillie's in the office, Theda puts 

on the water for tea. 

"Somebody told me they saw you at the antique mall," 

Jillie says. 

"I saw a dresser," I say. "Like to pretty up my 

house." 

"Is it refinished?" Jillie asks. 

"Not really," I say. 

Tuesday Jillie comes in, we're doing spring cleaning. 

Jillie grabs a rag and helps with the windows. 

"I do windows," she says, then, "Would you finish that 



dresser yourself?" 

"I don't know," I say. 

"It will cost you big bucks to have it done for you," 

she says. 
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Wednesday Jillie comes in, Theda's hanging our tea bags 

on the line in the kitchen. We show Jillie our clean office 

and the cut lilacs in vases. 

"Are you going to buy that dresser?" Jillie asks. 

"I don't know," I say. "I'll think about that 

tomorrow." 

"Yes, Scarlett," she says. 

Thursday Jillie comes in, smells gas. She goes home, 

gets a big wrench, tries to turn off the gas. But she can't 

get her wrench in the tiny space behind the stove. 

"Call a plumber," Jillie says, starts opening windows. 

Theda calls the plumber. The line's busy. 

"You make sure Theda calls the plumber," Jillie says. 

She starts to leave to teach her class, but she turns 

around. 

"Look at Penney's unfinished furniture," she says. 

"Their stuff's pretty good." 

"I might," I say. 

"I'll show you how to finish it," she says. 

"Who is this person who wants to run my life?" I ask 

Theda. 



"I'm your savior," Jillie says. 

Friday Jillie blows in, says why don't I walk down to 

her house after work, she'll take me to eat at the Bait'em 

Cafe. "OK," I say. We're doing a mailing, can't stop to 

talk. Jillie leaves. 

"I don't know if I want to go out with Jillie, her 

telling me what to do all the time," I tell Theda. 
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"Jillie doesn't mean a thing by it," Theda says. "She 

wants to be your friend." 

Jillie doesn't wait for me to walk over, comes by to 

get me in her Impala. She says we'll beat the crowd. I 

take an armful of things to mail, and Theda hands us a 

bushel basket. She wants some watercress from that spring 

out by the lake just before you get to Salina Church. She 

says watercress is real sweet right now, later on it's 

bitter. 

"You have a nice time," Theda says. 

We go to the Post Office then ten, twelve miles out to 

the Bait'em. Jillie tells me how I ought to get a real job 

so I can make some money, get me a car. As if I don't know 

what a good job is. I had a career when things got bad with 

Frank. He started drinking. I worked for Southwestern 

Bell. I'll be damned if I'll tell Jillie about that. We 

get to the Bait'em and sit down. 'Here it comes,' I'm 

thinking. But not a word about jobs or the dresser or what 
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I should eat, except when I decide not to have pie. 

"The Bait'em is famous for their pies," she says. 

Then Jillie drives me all around the lake, shows me the 

old roads, the old stone bridges, the winter wheat looking 

green, like it might even make it, now we've had a little 

rain. The land is mostly flat. Jillie has lived here all 

her life. 

"It's very pretty," I tell her. I know what to say. 

We find the spring out by Salina Church, and there's 

the watercress. We fill a half a basket full so Theda can 

have it sweet. 

Next week Theda makes a salad with watercress. We have 

it for lunch. But she's having problems with the basement 

wall falling in. She calls in men to prop up the house. 

They come in and out through the kitchen which is the only 

way they can get to the basement. They get the house 

propped up. Then in comes this man who is a specialist to 

rebuild the wall. 

First time I see him I'm standing in the kitchen. He 

comes in on the balls of his feet, ordinary, but with eyes 

like a vulture who knows just where to light. He says "hope 

I won't be in your way" and all that, but his eyes are 

picking my bones clean. I can already see his body, smooth 

as concrete, rolling like the hills just south of here. 

"He's cute," I tell Theda. "Who is he?" 
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Theda doesn't know. She doesn't gossip. But he was 

recommended by Bill Blanchard who's on her Christmas card 

list. 

Next day Jillie blows in, tells Theda she's found out 

about the basement man. He's from Cambridge, but works here 

some, stays with his parents when he's in town. They're 

Foursquare, live over there where the houses have negative 

numbers. Name's Ronnie Aesh, rhymes with "fish." 

"He's kind of wild," she says. 

That afternoon I'm walking home from Theda's, I see my 

garage, a black hole flanked by two redbuds in bloom. The 

house faces another way like it's embarrassed by that void 

of longing. I'm wondering what it will look in the snow, if 

I'm here that long. 

Things pick up at work with the basement man there. 

Theda likes him, thinks he's cute, too. He comes in--real 

smooth--clean jeans and shirt, talks to Theda and asks her 

lots of questions. I'd like to ask him one or two. 

I'm glad I'm working here. Sometimes things work out, 

and sometimes they don't. I'm thinking how I came here with 

Paul David who I met in Fort Worth. I was over Frank by 

then, looking for a way. Paul David said he grew up here, 

always wanted to come back. He said the town was quiet and 

quaint like a town ought to be with huge elm trees shading 

the streets. We found this little house and started 
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going to church, but he'd forgotten some things, like Dutch 

elm disease and the tyranny of tranquility and getting a 

job. He tried one thing after another, then went back to 

Fort Worth. I didn't have it in me to go back. That's how 

I'm in this house, rent coming due, and I've been feeling 

like I've got the Dutch Elm disease. 

But now I'm working for Theda. She likes me. She's 

proud of herself for getting the foundation fixed, and we're 

filling lots of orders. She tells Jillie how much help I 

am, how Ronnie's doing the basement right and how he came 

highly recommended. Jillie goes down to inspect for 

herself, comes back with a blank face. 

"It's O.K. ," she says. "I guess." 

One day I'm smoking a cigarette out by the sea of 

Galilee. Lilies of the valley are gone, but there's irises 

ringed around. I sit down on this rock Theda calls the 

Horns of Hattin and watch the fishes bob up to the surface. 

I flick my ash in the water, and they bob at that too. I 

feel kind of bad about it, go get fish food off Theda's back 

porch and let go manna from heaven. 

I start walking home, Ronnie sees me, says do I want a 

ride. I do, even if it's a short one. He takes me home, 

but we make a detour so he can show me this hill long time 

ago used for outdoor vespers, third one in a line along a 

fault. We go up past the sign that says "no trespassing," 



and there's a real private place. Lots of trees around 

except on the top, and you can see the sky so blue and the 

birds overhead. 
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"They call this 'meditation hill,'" he says. "There's 

lots of ways to meditate." 

All next week Ronnie's in and out of the basement. 

Sometimes he's there, and sometimes he has to wait for what 

he's done to set so he can do some more. 

That week-end he calls me. We head out to the lake in 

his pick-up, find a farm house with irises blooming but no 

one lives there. Why do they bother to bloom, I wonder. 

Ronnie picks me one perfect iris and sticks it in his 

thermos. We pull the leaves apart and look at the lines 

going down inside the flower. "I'd like to get into the 

inside of you," Ronnie says. 

He looks at me and grins. I'm wondering who he is, his 

eyes crinkling up at the corners like that. I can see him 

in thirty years, beautiful old wrinkled face, and I wonder 

will he be grinning then? Line like that, there has to be a 

woman. I don't ask. I need some skin on my bones. 

I tell him about the spring, we drive out past Salina 

church. We go around a little rise and find a private spot 

to have a picnic. He splashes me with water from the 

spring, and I splash him back. Then we lie down in the damp 

rocky ground and nibble watercress. It's not as sweet, but 
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it's still good. The sun beats down on our bodies, we heat 

up like pavement. I can feel myself extending, stretching, 

rising in the updraft. 

Way home we pass an old barn, deserted. There's these 

dark shadows on the roof. Ronnie honks his horn, and four 

vultures flap up, fly off a ways, then circle. 

"They scare easy," Ronnie says. 

Next week I'm floating. Theda watches me. I try not 

to notice Ronnie when he comes in. 

Theda puts a "He is Risen" sticker on a notebook, drops 

it on my stack to wrap. She takes one of the combs out of 

her hair, combs some of the strands off her neck. 

She wants me to go to church with her. I went once. A 

wasp got in. Theda got up and took off after it running up 

and down the side aisle in her piled-up hair and ruffled 

blouse swatting at the wasp with her program until she 

scooted it out the window. That's the way she is. People 

acted like they never noticed. 

Finally I agree to go to Circle. Theda hasn't missed a 

meeting of her circle in seventeen years. She asks Jillie 

to go, too. 

"No thanks," says Jillie. "I don't do circles." But 

she's lived here all her life. 

Circle's over at this house with more wood butterflies. 

There's the retired missionary who leans forward and smiles 



42 

like she's going to eat you alive and the teacher with the 

glass eye that nobody's supposed to know about. 

"Oh, Lord ... ," somebody wails the invocation. Her 

voice trails up, and I'm looking for the door, feeling 

suffocated, pissed off, got to get out of here. I vacate 

the premises, following her voice up. By the time she's 

finished addressing the Deity I'm soaring. My breath comes 

real shallow, my heart beating fast. I'm circling over the 

arid plain rising in the updrafts of something that comes 

from a part of my body not addressed in the invocation. I 

eat their cookies and drink the punch, but it's another body 

and blood. 

Ronnie finishes up with Theda, but he's got other jobs 

in town. We spend a lot of time together, Ronnie and me, 

out of town mostly so people won't talk, go to the lake, 

poke around the old stone houses Jillie showed me, lie down 

under WPA bridges. It's kind of a game. He picks me up at 

Meditation Hill, brings me home late when the neighbors are 

in bed. . I like the lake best, the breeze blowing off the 

water, lapping our faces. We find a low place ringed around 

with cottonwoods, spread our blankets, people can't see us. 

But we can hear the lake, the blackbirds, see the hawks 

circling. Always, always the circling birds. When I'm with 

Jillie or Theda I'm thinking about that soaring. I go to 

the antique store, make a downpayment on that dresser. 
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Ronnie and I start stripping it. We're feasting on each 

other, re-doing leftovers. Sundays he goes home to 

Cambridge. 

I don't see much of Jillie. It keeps me busy thinking 

up reasons why I can't do things some nights. Jillie just 

happens to drive by my house a lot, spying. 

One day Jillie' stalks into Theda's office. I'm 

standing there, tape on my fingers and string in my mouth. 

I'm wrapping a package. My fingers fondle the paper, softly 

abrasive and tan like his body. I trace the curve of his 

hip. 

"When are you going to mow your yard?" Jillie says. 

I don't know, don't have a mower, so Jillie loans me 

hers. Show good faith, I mow a strip around the edge. Make 

sure she notices, I let the grass blow in the street. 

One day I wake up, yard looks pretty good, tall and wet 

with the sun shining slantways on it. Morning's fresh as I 

walk to work. I stop by Theda's back yard with the roses 

growing on the trellis and wisteria blooming. In the Sea of 

Galilee, the fish see me, bob up, I feed them. Just under 

my breastbone something green is starting to grow. 

When I get in, Jillie's already there, telling Theda 

what to do. I tell them a joke. 

"How many Methodists does it take to change a light 

bulb?" I say. They don't know. It's three, takes two to 



talk behind one's back. Theda doesn't get it, but Jillie 

snorts in her coffee. 
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Saturday Ronnie says we'll spend the day together. The 

weather's hot, the roses are going. Whatever makes it now 

will need a lot watering. We drive to a movie out of town, 

buy stuff for the cooler, then back to our place at the 

lake. Late afternoon, blue sky, cottonwoods talking to each 

other, we get out our blankets and pillows, have our beer 

and cheese and chips. We can see the fishermen across the 

lake, the picnickers and the campers a ways off, wonder why 

people clump together. The light's fading, the breeze 

almost cool now. Ronnie starts the Stations of the Cross, I 

call it. I told him that once, he was kind of offended. I 

don't say that anymore. He kisses my nipples, then nibbles 

his way down my belly. I ask him to stop, reach down 

between my legs. His eyes follow my hand. I pull on my 

string without meeting his eyes, pull out a tampon in full 

flower, and flip it over my shoulder. I laugh, but Ronnie 

doesn't. I don't understand his clear-eyed look. I put my 

hand over my eyes. He pulls my hand away, I replace it with 

the other hand. He pins my arms down on the blanket, I 

close my eyes. He wraps both arms around my body and rolls 

me over on top of him. I feel his erection. He lies still 

and holds me. 

It's cold. We get dressed. Ronnie says he has to go, 



45 

but he doesn't leave. We wrap our blankets around us, 

shivering, holding each other like stick-tights. 

Fishermen's lights are moving over the water. 

"I've never had a girlfriend before," Ronnie says. 

I don't know what he means. 

"Janna and I married because she was pregnant." 

The fireflies have come out. 

"What does she think about your sleeping around?" 

"She knows I'd never leave her," he says. 

One of the boats on the lake lays a beam of light on 

the water in our direction. A half of a cross. 

Sunday afternoon I go to a movie with Jillie. She 

tries to give me a hard time about where I was yesterday, 

but her heart isn't in it. She's worried about everybody, 

says Theda's daughter Debbie has left her husband and wants 

to come home, her with a little baby girl. Theda feels like 

she's right back where she was when her husband died and 

left her with a little girl to support and no education. 

Jillie tells me the lady who used to work for Theda 

wants to come back to work since her mother died. Jillie 

says Theda might give her the job back. Then she looks like 

she's talked too much and clams up. She gets real 

interested in where we'll go to eat supper. She says she 

knows of a job in the tax office. 

Monday Theda's just not herself, throws away her tea 
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bag after only using it once. I look up, see her staring 

over the top of her Royal, not typing. Jillie, for once, is 

mostly quiet and tries to stay out of our way, except that 

she tells me somebody saw me coming home one night in a blue 

pick-up. 

"Didn't that Ronnie Aesh have a blue pick-up?" she 

asks. But Theda's not paying attention. 

Wednesday night I walk over to Meditation Hill to wait 

for Ronnie. I go up and sit on one of the benches. I think 

about Theda and Debbie and Jillie and Ronnie's wife Janna 

and my mother. I talked to Mama last week. She wants me to 

come home. I wonder where that is. I think about those 

irises blooming around that house with nobody in it and the 

people I've got around me. I think about Ronnie sleeping 

around and Janna at home. I look up, see the stars, same 

stars shining over everybody, shining over Ronnie wherever 

he is. I see me on a bus to Fort Worth. Ronnie doesn't 

ever come, and I walk to my house. 

Close to morning phone rings, it's Ronnie. They're 

letting him out on his own signature, they know his folks. 

But they won't let him drive home. So I get dressed, walk 

down to the jail. He's sitting there in the outside room 

waiting. He sees me, grins that grin. There's a policeman 

sitting behind the desk with one shoulder higher than the 

other. 
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"We let him sleep it off," he said. "Appearance date 

is on that sheet of paper." 

I take him to my house, fix him breakfast. 

"In a way," Ronnie says, "it's your fault. It was 

something I always wanted to do." 

I don't know what he's talking about. 

"I never liked those goddamn things," he says. "I was 

at the Linger Longer having a couple of beers listening to 

that bullshit I've been hearing all my life. It got to me. 

They're never going anywhere, those guys. That's not me. I 

drove around a long time thinking what to do. It had to be 

something special, something nobody else has done. Then I 

saw this front porch all lit up with a washing machine out 

there and an old high chair with newspapers piled up on it 

and magazines and stuff in plastic bags. And flying over 

all this crap was those goddamn wooden butterflies, 

monarchs, the orange kind, three of them all in a row, big 

to little. It made me sick, mad, people not going anywhere, 

stuck in all this like those goddamn butterflies. I just 

wanted to wake them up." 

So what he did was take his shotgun and start blowing 

butterflies off people's front porches. Police would have 

caught him sooner, he said, but he remembered these graves 

this husband and wife have up on cemetery hill where there's 

the Mason and the Eastern Star symbols made out of paper 
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flowers and put behind glass. Thought while he was cleaning 

things up he'd take care of that too. Cops didn't think to 

look for him there. After he ran over those frames with his 

truck, he felt real peaceful up on that hill, and that made 

him think of Theda's back yard and how he always thought it 

was kind of weird, but it was kind of nice too. So he drove 

over to Theda's. When the police found him he was smoking a 

cigarette on the Plain of Gennesaret, dangling his feet in 

the Sea of Galilee. It reminded him of a church he went to 

when he was a kid, people washing each other's feet. Theda 

slept through the whole thing. 

"You gave me the courage to do it," he tells me. 

I finish out the week at Theda's. Theda's busy getting 

Debbie's room ready, she'll probably help her in the office. 

Theda gives me a good-bye party, which means that people 

come over and have Hawaiian Punch and Oreo cookies. She 

gives me some iris bulbs and rose cuttings and tells me 

she's taken Bill Blanchard off her Christmas card list. I 

give Jillie my new dresser to finish. She gives me some 

money and tells me she'll pack me a lunch for the trip. 

Ronnie moves back to Cambridge, but he helps me pack up my 

stuff and take it to this mover who's got a truck going to 

Fort Worth next week. I don't have much. Sunday Ronnie 

takes me to the body shop where the bus stops. We drive by 

houses with yards full of salvia, cornflowers, and daisies 
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and wood butterflies and birds flying over. The watercress 

is bitter now, I'm thinking. Ronnie tells me that the sure

enough Monarchs will be migrating through here in about a 

week or two. 

I'm thinking I'd like to find a house of my own. Maybe 

a duplex. Something real simple with a flower bed and maybe 

a little fish pond in the back yard. 



CHAPTER V 

NAMESAKE 

For about a year I've had girls calling the house 

asking for Ridge Forrester or one of those scenic names like 

on "The Bold and The Beautiful," which my seventeen-year-old 

son, who is plenty handsome and lifts weights, watches. And 

companies call for Dr. Francisco Scaramonga wanting to send 

him their yacht catalogues or their gold and silver 

investment plans. I tell them the Doctor is not in. Even 

Hunters. Thompson gets mail at my house. 

Naturally we haven't told my father-in-law that his 

namesake is looking to forsake his name. We don't see him 

all that much anyway since my husband died. Every other 

male on that side of the family would give his left nut to 

have the Old Stud's name, and there's never been a 

generation without it since the family came to Texas. But 

that doesn't cut any ice with my kid who says he wants a 

name people can pronounce first time. 

So I'm not really surprised when the airport limousine 

pulls up. Well, yes, that does surprise me, but it doesn't 

surprise me when the driver asks for Jeffrey Baxter, because 

that's one of the names my kid uses. I tell the driver 

Jeffrey Baxter isn't here. He says he'll wait. Ha. I 

50 
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think. Let him wait. I don't tell him school won't be out 

for another hour. Just then a taxi pulls up, and my kid 

gets out. He runs into the house shouting "Hi, Mom" over 

his shoulder, gets his black fake alligator bag out of the 

closet, and starts laying in designer clothes. I'm 

following him around. 

"Hi, Sweetheart," he says. 

"What's going on7" 

I am shouting. He doesn't answer. "Are you going 

somewhere?" My heart is thumping in my ears. 

"Yeah, I'm going away for a few days." He's rolling up 

his eighty-dollar jeans. 

"What do you mean you're going away? What about 

school?" 

"School is out in two days anyway, and I don't have any 

tests." A fifty-dollar shirt goes in. I'm marvelling that 

he can pack so fast so neat. 

"But graduation. Everybody is coming to see you 

graduate." 

"I'll be back in plenty of time," he says. Now he's 

got a bag packed with two pair of tennis shorts, three 

shirts, four pair of socks, and a pair of jeans. He rushes 

into the bathroom with his bag, and there's a handbag full 

of mousse and gel and all that stuff he uses. He lifts both 

bags. 
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"Too much," he says, takes out his hairbrush and throws 

it in the black bag. 

I am standing there thinking that maybe I haven't asked 

the right question and if I can just come up with it quick 

enough I can stop him. He pats me on the cheek. 

"Don't worry," he says. "It's all under control. I'll 

call you." A last check in the mirror, and he's gone. 

Now I'm in a fix. People coming and will he be here? 

And me taking sick leave to clean house. 

Eva Ann, my oldest, is coming from Columbus. She's 

bringing her Australian boyfriend. First time. What's your 

home like? he asked her. Imagine The Grapes of Wrath, she 

said. Well, it's not that bad. So I'm cleaning house. 

Sure enough, next night I'm climbing out of the 

bathtub, here comes Eva Ann and Jim honking from a block 

away. I run outside in my wet hair and bare feet, and there 

she is standing by the car, raring back on those tipply 

little heels, diet coke in one hand and a cigarette in the 

other. 

"Yo, Mama." She's waving her cigarette at me. 

Hugs and kisses standing on the cool wet grass. And 

Jim very polite, talking Australian. I give them a bed 

together in one room. They're not married. To hell with 

Granny. 

Next day I get off work early and come home. There's 
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Granny and Poppy and R.W. already there. That's my mama, my 

daddy, my brother. They're drinking beer and teaching Jim 

to play Moon--Shoot the Moon, dominoes--around my red card 

table. Eva Ann blowing smoke. 

"Hey, watch it," Poppy says. "I got lungs." That's my 

daddy. I kiss him on his bald head. 

R.W. leans back in his chair and rubs his big belly. 

"Well Jim, what's it going to be? There's seven 

tricks. How many do you think you can take?" 

"Do I have to bid?" asks Jim. "I'm not sure I want 

to." 

"Come on," says R.W., "No guts, no glory. Never up, 

never in." 

"Hold your horses," says Eva Ann. "We're thinking." 

She's leaning over Jim who's got his bones lined up in front 

of him. They're moving them around. 

I'm going around the table getting a hug and a kiss 

from everybody. They're explaining to Jim that after 

everybody's taken their bones, there's one left. That's the 

widow. If you get the bid, you get to use the widow. If 

you think you can take all the tricks, you can shoot the 

moon. If you don't take as many tricks as you bid, you go 

down. 

Somewhere in all this my other son comes in carrying 
,,, 

his guitar. Zack, "the aerialist" I call him, because he 
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has no visible means of support. I haven't seen him in a 

couple of weeks. 

"Hey, I'm just in time for the game," he says, flipping 

his long hair out of his collar and waving to everybody. He 

gives me a big hug. At least his hair smells clean. 

"Well, I hear you're drinking age now," says , R.W. 

"You can stay for supper and spend the night if you 

want," I say. 

"Thanks, Mom." 

"You got a job yet?" Poppy asks. 

"Sit down," says Granny, "you can get in after this 

hand." 

Everybody scoots their chairs around to make room. 

"No, sir," says Zack, "but I think I can get on at this 

really nice restaurant." 

"I'll bid five," says Jim. 

"You ought to get your GED," says Granny, 

get a good job." 

"so you can 

"Well you're lucky," says R.W. "You got it for five." 

He's talking just like he can see into Jim's hand. "Now 

you're gonna find that a cheap horse can be hard to ride." 

I go on into the kitchen and sure enough there's R.W. 's 

stuff all over, the pinto beans and the corn he picked fresh 

this morning and his empties. From his house to mine is a 
,,, 

three six-pack trip. That's R.W., I'm thinking. That's my 
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brother. 

I start straightening up, planning supper. Granny 

shuffles in carrying her glass. She's strictly bourbon and 

water, pretty shaky, eighty-four, but never spills a drop. 

She's brought an apple pie. We start putting things on to 

boil, and she sets the table, then we sit down to wait. 

"I've never seen your house so clean," says Granny. 

"Thanks." 

"Where's the boy we came to see?" 

"He's gone," I say. That's a lay-down fact. "He went 

down to Austin to finish getting into summer school." 

That's speculation. "He'll be back in time for graduation." 

That's bluff, like shooting the moon when somebody has the 

cow to your trump. 

"Three kids, and your baby's graduating from high 

school," says Granny. "He's a go-getter. He'll make good." 

I know what she's thinking. She's thinking at least 

two of the three are going to make good. Probably she's 

written off Zack. 

We hear dominoes being slapped around, chairs scraping, 

and R.W.'s voice booming. 

"First rule of Moon," he says. "When something goes 

wrong, assess blame." He's telling everybody how they 

should have played. 

The game breaks up. R.W. goes out to his pick-up. I 
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see different ones drift out to sit in the white chairs 

under the pecan tree. 

"Jim's a nice boy," Granny says. "For an Australian. 

Imagine, a Ph.D. at twenty-six." 

"Yeah," I say. 

"Now Eva Ann's got her Master's. She's making a 

teacher." Not a word about them sleeping together. 

I look out and see Poppy and Jim leaning towards each 

other talking. Poppy probably talking about Texas roads and 

how he and Rumean hitchhiked from Culleoka to Chillicothe in 

'27 on Farm-to-Market 402 and the price of gasoline and 

Texas weather. I guess they have roads and gasoline and 

weather in Australia. 

Next day everybody is gone for a drive to show Jim a 

real Texas oil well, the phone rings, collect call. The 

operator says Ace Corbin calling from L.A. Santa Anita. 

"The racetrack?" I'm yelling into the phone. "What 

about graduation? What about summer school?" 

"I decided I needed a vacation." 

"That's a hell of a way to spend your college money." 

"No, Mom, I'm winning. I've won $432, enough to pay my 

way out here and back. And speaking of that, I'll be home 

in time for graduation. I'll take the airport limousine, so 

don't worry about picking me up. Gotta go. They're 

announcing the next race." He hangs up. 
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So I was wrong about where he was going. But he could 

still make it home. And if he comes through, I'm thinking, 

I might still get two out of three. 

I don't say anything to anyone right away. That night 

we rent some videos and watch old Alfred Hitchcock on my 

VCR. After everybody else has gone to bed I go outside. 

It's a warm night, and a soft breeze makes the trees come 

alive. Zack is sitting out under the pecan tree picking his 

guitar. I sit down beside him. 

"Your brother's in L.A. playing the horses." 

Zack laughs. "I'm not surprised." 

"What do you mean?" 

"Well, about a year ago he and I went together and 

bought a book by this fellow who has a system for betting on 

horses. The author worked it out at four racetracks around 

the country. It's a sure thing." 

"I'll just bet it is." 

"No, really. We've tried it out." 

"You, too?" 

"I'm not interested in horses, but it's an interesting 

concept. I think it will work," says Zack. 

"He said he'd won $432.'' 

"That's great," he says. 

"Do you think he'll be back in time for graduation?" 



"How long does it take to fly from L.A.?" Zack says. 

"He's got two days to make it if he wants to." 

ass." 

"Do you think he wants to?" I'm scared to ask. 

"There's no telling, says Zack. "He can be such an 
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By this time the situation is beginning to get to me, 

my scalp itching like crazy like it does when I get upset. 

Stress seborrhea, dermatologist told me. I'm out of my 

shampoo. So I'm scratching my head all the time. I'm glad 

I have to go to work the next day, Friday. Things are busy 

at the clinic, and I go to lunch with somebody I'm not kin 

to. 

Next morning, Saturday. I don't have to go to work. 

R.W. makes us chorizo and eggs which we eat with tortillas. 

"I like everything about that stuff but the smell," 

Poppy says, real fidgety. I scratch my head. 

Now we're full as ticks, sitting around the table. 

"So what do you think of your first trip to Texas?" 

R.W. says to Jim. 

"It's very nice. It's greener than I thought it would 

be." 

"You ought to get Eva Ann to bring you down to South 

Texas to see us," says Granny. 

"It's drier there, more western, like in the movies," 

says Eva Ann. 



"How far is it down to your place?" asks Jim. 

"About four hundred and ninety miles," says Poppy. 

"From here." 

"Naw," says R.W. who lives with Poppy and Granny. 
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"It's not near that far. It couldn't possibly be more than 

four fifty." 

"Why it is," says Poppy. 

"It is not," says R.W. 

"Now you all don't argue," says Granny. 

"I'll show you on the map," says Poppy. 

"I don't care what the map says," says R.W. "I've 

clocked it, and it's just not that far." 

"You are the stubbornest person," says Poppy. "You'll 

take your odometer over the official Highway Department 

mileage." 

"Which way are you going?" asks R.W. 

"I'm counting it through Three Rivers, just like we 

always go," says Poppy. 

"That's right," says R.W., "and it's not more than four 

fifty. I'll bet you're still using that old map they made 

before they straightened out that dogleg around Freer." 

Poppy's got his arms folded and his jaw stuck out. 

"They fixed that dogleg fifteen years ago and took off 

twenty-five miles," says R.W. 

"That damn chorizo smells up the whole house," says 
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Poppy. 

Saturday afternoon and no sign of the graduate. No 

one's mentioning him, just playing moon. I'm resting on my 

bed, and I remember something I don't want to remember, 

don't want to think about. I was in here last Saturday. My 

kid came in to see me, and we plopped down on the bed with 

the sheets warm from the dryer and the room mostly clean 

except for letters and pictures and little scraps of paper 

piled in the middle of the floor waiting for me to make up 

my mind. 

"Mom," he said, "I don't want to go to UT." 

"What?" I said, not believing. "You've already paid 

tuition and placed out of Freshman English and put down a 

deposit on your apartment and bought half interest in 

Chris's car." 

"I feel like I'm being pressured to go." 

"Who's pressuring you? " 

"I need a vacation," he said. 

I told him he just had cold feet and he'd do fine. I 

said his Papa would have been real proud of him placing out 

of Freshman English and he should go on down there and drop 

that one course and take whatever he liked. Then he left to 

go make some phone calls. So he'd showed me his hand, and 

I'd played like I hadn't seen it. 

I get up and go back in the den thinking it's time I 
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put my bid in. Everybody is sitting around the den, R.W. 

telling Jim how long it would take them to drive from 

Columbus down to their house. Zack is still drinking just 

coke and playing Poppy this song he made up, and Eva Ann's 

telling Granny about this Mercur she's going to buy when she 

gets the money together. 

"I planned for us to eat out tonight before going to 

graduation," I tell them. 

"Are we going to graduation?" asks Eva Ann. "I don't 

want to go if my brother doesn't show." 

"He'll be here," I say. "He said he would. He's just 

cutting it close. We'll eat a leisurely meal and make it to 

the Coliseum on time. I mad~ reservations at Harrison's." 

"Harrison's is so noisy," says Granny, "Poppy has 

trouble hearing if there's a lot of noise." 

"He wouldn't do this if Papa were here," says Eva Ann. 

"Do you want to eat somewhere else?" I ask. 

"It doesn't make any difference to me," says Granny. 

There's the Clay Pot. It's quiet." 

"He wouldn't do this if Papa were here, because he 

wouldn't have all that money," says Zack. 

"We can eat at the Clay Pot," I say. 

"And how much of your money is left?" says Eva Ann, 

knowing full well. 

"It doesn't make any difference to me," says Granny. 



Zack says, "The Texas Pick-up has hamburgers and 

chicken-fried steak." 

"What about the Texas Pick-up?" I ask. 

No one says anything. 

"Oak Street Grill has nice jazz," says Eva Ann. "Jim 

likes jazz." 

I ask Poppy, "Do you think you could you hear at Oak 

Street Grill?" 

"No le hace," Poppy says, which means "Why should I 

take a stand when nobody else will?" 
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''Goddam," I shout. "No one will take a stand on 

anything. Who's in charge here?" I look around. They all 

just sit there. I stomp off into my bedroom scratching my 

head. I stop in front of my dresser with the big oval 

mirror and see a woman getting on to middle age. "Who's in 

charge here?" I ask her. 

I go back into the den. Everybody's sitting just like 

they were, drinking their same drinks. 

"Everybody name two places to eat," I tell them. 

Then I go around the room pointing first at one then 

the other, and some of them name places to eat, and some of 

them pass. Just like bidding in Moon, I'm thinking. No 

guts, no glory. I hear two votes for Maxey's. 

"We're eating at Maxey's," I tell them. "Eva Ann, you 

call and make reservations for 5:30. Now excuse me while I 



get dressed." 

I go back into my bedroom to finish dressing. Few 

minutes later here comes Granny. She sidles up to me. 

"I want to ask a favor," she says after a while. 

"O.K." I say. 

"I want you to talk to your brother about his 

drinking." 

We go out to Maxey's, leaving a note on the door in 

case the honoree arrives at the last minute. I buy a 

temporary membership so Granny can have her drink. 
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I tell them about the phone call from Ace Corbin at the 

racetrack. Eva Ann's pissed, says Papa would have known 

what to do. Jim says he had a grandmother who played the 

horses in Australia, and he never heard anybody say that she 

wasn't all right. R.W. and Zack are joking, talking Moon 

talk. 

"Never up, never down," says R.W. 

"Read 'em and weep," says Zack. "That's my bro." 

Poppy and Granny don't say much. It dawns on me 

they've been around, they've seen a lot. Poppy says he 

doesn't see why anyone would want to go around using a lot 

of aliases like a no-good. 

Sunday everyone goes home leaving their graduation 

presents and joking and saying to tell Whatever-his-name-is 
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they were sorry they missed him. Granny tells Zack she's 

real proud he's quit drinking. Poppy wishes him good luck 

on his restaurant job. R.W. invites him down to their 

place, and Jim invites him to Columbus. Eva Ann seconds the 

invite to Columbus and bums a cigarette from him. 

Sunday afternoon here comes my father-in-law, the Old 

Stud, and he sits real stiff in my recliner like he's afraid 

he'll rumple his pressed shirt and showing his teeth like a 

bull dog. "I brought little Hot Nuts a present," he says, 

handing me an envelope. "He's not here, is he?" 

"No, sir." I say, "he's not." 

"That's what I heard. Eva Ann told me he was jetting 

around like the playboy of the western world." 

"That's right." 

He won't take anything to drink at first, but finally 

he says he'll take a drink of water. 

"What name is he using now?" he asks me. 

"Different ones." 

"Well, to tell you the truth, I can understand it. I 

used a nickname when I was a kid. Never used my real name 

until after Cookie and I got married." 

I am surprised at that, can't think what to say. 

"All your folks came to see him, and he wasn't here." 

He laughs. "That kinda put you between the Hiberous and the 

Giberous, didn't it, babe?" 
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That night I get a collect call from Holden Caulfield. 

He's at Saratoga trying out the system a second time. 

"I don't want you turning out to be one of those 

racetrack types," I tell him. 

"Don't worry, Mom," he says. "I'll just do it until I 

need glasses." 

Something keeps me from getting mad. 

"Take care of yourself, son," I say. "You're on your 

own. I love you." 

It feels like I've shot and went down. I'm sad but 

proud at the same time. 

Monday I go to work, glad to get all these people out 

of my hair. My desk.mate sees me scratching my head. 

"You sure they're all gone?" she says. 

I leave work early to go to the dermatologist. I pay 

him fifty-five dollars to tell me I have lice, which anybody 

at the clinic could have told me and which I probably got 

from some kid there. Now I have to call all those people I 

cleaned house to impress and tell them they better wash 

their hair with Quell shampoo. What a hand. 

I go home to clean house all over again. For just 

myself this time. The widow. The one's that's left. 

Cleaning house, like putting book-ends on the week. 

Only it's not that tidy. Few days later here comes 

Rocky Balboa in a taxi. He's here to pick up some clothes. 
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"Get everything you need," I tell him. "You can't live 

here acting like this." 

"I know it, Mom," he says, "but I'm having too much fun 

to quit now." He comes over and kisses me on the cheek. 

"You're quite a mom," he says. 

He leaves in the taxi. I'm trying to think what I 

could have named him that he would have come home for 

graduation. I hate to see him out in the world without a 

name. Like he's leapfrogging over his family, maybe over 

his life. I hope he has the bones for it. I hope he makes 

it. 



CHAPTER VI 

LIFTING UP 

It never occurred to me there was anything I couldn't 

do. If I wanted to I could fly, if I flapped my arms 

enough. I just never wanted to fly. What I wanted was to 

marry A.J. and have ten kids. It was a rude awakening one 

day when I couldn't get out of bed. 

I grew up in Fredonia. Dad was in the bank. Mama 

wanted me to go off to school like Margie, my sister, who 

went to San Francisco to study piano. I liked school, but I 

liked A.J. better. 

I graduated high school in '24. A.J. and I got 

married, and he went to work for Flowers Grocery. We had a 

boy, Edger, and two girls, Sallie and Signe. 

Then the grocery burned down, and Bill Flowers decided 

to retire. I think A.J. was glad about it. Fredonia was 

about 1000 people, and he'd talked about moving to a bigger 

place where you wouldn't have to drive fifty miles to get a 

drink. I didn't want to move. I liked my little town close 

to Mama and Dad. When you drive in, you come down off a 

hill and see this green snake of a river looped around its 

little white houses with flowers in the yards like children 

around their Mama, all dressed up for Sunday school. In 
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winter it looks like a big sow with all her piglets at the 

teat. 

Dad offered A.J. a job in the bank, but A.J. wanted a 

vacation. We had just bought a Buick four-door sedan. We 

decided we'd go up to Kansas City. I made up a list of 

things to buy. Mama said she'd keep the kids while we were 

gone. 

The Sunday before we were supposed to go A.J. and I 

took the kids for a drive in the country. We were all 

singing at the top of our lungs driving down by Kaw Creek 

when a jack rabbit jumped out from the side and started A.J. 

and he jerked the wheel and hit a chuckhole and sent the car 

crashing into the bridge. Sallie got thrown out into the 

road and knocked out. Signe's shoulder was hurt, and the 

wheel was bent on the car. A.J. walked down to Bittie 

King's, and she had Charlie drive us in to Dr. Webb. Sallie 

wasn't hurt bad. Dr. Webb said she just needed a few days 

peace and quiet. Signe's shoulder was broke. I remember 

talking with Edna Webb while Dr. Webb set Signe's shoulder. 

Edna ran the public library. I remember asking if she had 

The Way of the Stranger. That was a lively book I'd read 

about. She said she'd taken it off the shelf because 

somebody had told her the author was divorced. I'd never 

known anybody who got divorced. That night Mama came down 

with the flu. Tuesday morning I got A.J.'s clothes ready, 
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and he took the interurban up to Kansas City. 

I took care of Mama. She was pretty sick. That was 

the start of the flu that a lot of people had that year. I 

got aggravated at A.J. off in Kansas City having a good time 

and he hadn't written me. I started writing a letter to him 

in my mind, but I didn't know what hotel he was at, so I 

couldn't send it. That was the same day Dad picked up our 

mail from the post office and brought it over and there was 

a letter from A.J. He said he was looking for a job and he 

was going to stay there a while longer in Kansas City. He 

didn't say when he'd be back. Dad thought that was pretty 

inconsiderate of A.J., so of course I had to defend him. 

Then a week went by and I hadn't heard from him. I called 

his hotel, but he wasn't there. Mama was feeling better, so 

I took her to church on Sunday and to her Reading Circle. 

Edna Webb gave a book review. Probably everybody I met 

asked me what I'd heard from A.J. I told them he was doing 

fine. I had to hear it from his sister who had the decency 

to come over and tell me he wasn't coming back. 

You might as well say that I didn't feel anything at 

first. I read a lot and worked in the yard. In October it 

rained eight days straight. When I tried to walk around my 

feet felt like they were stuck in the mud, and everytime I 

lifted my feet there was about a ton of mud hanging on them. 

That was the way the dirt was in Fredonia, so dry it 
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wouldn't stick together until it got wet, then it sucked 

everything down into it. 

That was the first time I'd noticed we were that 

exposed, hunkered down out on the prairie painting our 

houses and growing flowers, glad of the rain that sucked us 

down because we didn't want to get blown away. I was safe 

as long as I didn't talk. Edger was six, Sallie was four, 

and Signe was three. I just kept on lifting up my feet. 

That was the last good rain we had for about two years. 

A lot of the farmers did get blown away. We were lucky. 

Dad's bank didrt't close like a lot of them. The lady that 

worked at Reilley's Dry Goods moved, and I took her place. 

I got a discount on clothes, and Mama sewed, so my kids and 

me always looked good. I got a laugh the other day when 

this fellow said I looked like an aging biker and my faded 

red tennis shoes were "innocent of laces." Maybe so, but we 

looked good in those days. Dad saw to it the grass got 

mowed and the house painted. Mama bought most of the 

birthday and Christmas presents. There's not a lot more to 

tell. 

About twelve years to the day after A.J. left, Edger 

enlisted in war II. He went to Manila. The girls got real 

patriotic. We made things to send him and wrote lots of 

letters. He wrote back and sent souvenirs. Sallie still 

has her · kewpie doll, and I have a satin pillow. There was 
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rationing and all that, but times were better _than they had 

been. Edger was in about two years when he was killed. I 

always thought I'd go over and see where it was, but I never 

went. I have one of his medals, and Sallie has the other 

one. 

I'm sad about Edger, but I'm glad about the way the 

girls turned out. Sallie got on a scholarship to Kansas 

State. She's musical like Margie. She made a teacher and 

lives in Cameron. Signe stayed around after graduation. 

Then Coy got out of the service. She married him, and they 

moved to Chetopah where he farms for his dad. We get along 

pretty good, except that every once in a while Sallie has to 

get on me how it's my fault she can't express her feelings. 

I never could talk about A.J. 

After the war, they struck oil on Dad's pasture. I 

still worked at Reilley's, but the oil money meant I didn't 

have to worry, especially with Sallie wanting to go off to 

school. I got me a new furnace so I wouldn't ever have to 

be cold again. Air conditioning was just coming in, so I 

got me one of those. I bought some Kellogg's Corn Flakes 

and threw away the box without saving the wax paper. 

It was after Sallie left for college that I started 

noticing how tired I was. It got to where I was sitting a 

lot at the store, and some days I felt too bad to go to 

work. I was okay as long as I was in bed. I pulled my bed 
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over to the window so I could see out. I could see down on 

Gar Snyder's who was always half-finished painting his 

house. I could see my redbud trees and my irises. But if I 

got out of bed, I couldn't stand to be close to a window. I 

thought somebody might shoot me. When I was at work I 

stayed away from the plate glass. Elsie Klar. had bought out 

Reilley's. She and Signe started after me to .go to the 

doctor. Dr. Webb couldn't find anything wrong with me. 

Some days I'd feel fine, and then for no reason, I'd feel 

the floor slipping out from under me and it was like walking 

uphill all the time. Signe was in high school, so she could 

pretty well take care of herself. 

I started seeing things. Where the world should have 

been it looked like rain hitting the windows. Or there'd be 

this cameo in front of my eyes with me hanging from a noose 

in the square, turning in the wind. I'd see Edger standing 

all alone and these Japs running at him shooting. I'd see 

the bullets tear pieces of his flesh out of his body. I'd 

see him lying there full of holes. 

Dr. Webb wanted me to go up to Menninger's. Mama and 

Signe ganged up on me, and they made Dad drive me up there. 

They called it first one thing then another. I was pretty 

disappointed in myself. That was probably the worst time. 

You might as well say that I was a guinea pig for about the 

next twenty years. I got analyzed and drugged and wrung 
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through the wringer. Sometimes I'd stay at Menninger's for 

two or three weeks. The worst was the electric shocks. 

I was in Menninger's when Mama and Dad died. Their 

Buick stalled on the railroad tracks on a blind corner just 

as the train was coming through. They let me out for the 

funeral. After four months they decided I wasn't a danger 

to myself. They said I would probably be all .right if I 

drove over to Lawrence once a week to see a psychiatrist. 

So I did. 

Margie was still out in San Franciscos She wanted me 

to come out there, but I didn't want to go. For a while I 

went back to work at Reilley's, but Elsie Klar sold out. 

People were going to bigger towns to buy clothes. I still 

didn't like windows, so after Elsie sold out I quit driving. 

I walked everywhere I needed to go. I refused to look at a 

railroad track, and I never looked at a train. Elsie came 

by to check on me, and Edna Webb would call and invite me to 

church. Every time they had a covered dish. But if I went, 

I'd just see fat pigs lined up at the trough slurping little 

scraps of food and big juicy chunks of everybody else. 

Signe and coy brought their children over every other 

Sunday, and they all came to my house for Thanksgiving and 

Christmas and Easter. 

Sallie talked about getting a teaching job here and 

moving back to be close. I think she would have if I hadn't 
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married Clarence. We married in '62. Clarence was retired 

from the line at Boeing. He'd got divorced, and he wanted a 

chance to do it right and be good. He moved in with me. I 

was doing better with my spells, but about two years after 

we got married I ended up back at Menninger's. 

It scared the dickens out of Clarence. They told him I 

needed some interest. He started. wanting me to get a job or 

take a trip out to see Margie. He was always looking for 

things for me to do. Margie had been after me to take art 

lessons. She'd read an article that said there was great 

therapy in it. I'd sewed and done needlepoint and knit. I 

was handy that way. Clarence found this class over at the 

County College. I said he'd have to drive me, so he did. 

Tom Raith was our teacher. He was real cute and clean

cut. There was twelve of us to start out with. I was the 

only old person. 

Tom made us use a technique where you look in a mirror 

and draw what you see. You can't look at your paper until 

you get the outline done. Then, whatever you've done, you 

fill it in with little lines and colored pencils or water 

colors. r bought a little hand mirror and propped my left 

elbow on that porcelain table, cold as it was. I couldn't 

look in the mirror at first. I just sat there fiddling with 

my pencil. If I looked in I'd see rain or Edger and me 

getting shot. 
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But Tom said draw the rain or whatever I saw. After a 

while I got the hang of it. I saw a lot of things, and I 

drew them. I drew Edger and me with bullet holes in us and 

blood sucked down into the dirt. I drew Katy Snyder's grave 

who died when she was sixteen having her father's baby. I 

drew Grandma in front of her dugout, smug in my face with 

six children dead, because she was that strong she never 

shed a tear. I drew Mama crying because Dad wouldn't teach 

her to drive. I drew me watching Clarence and Clarence 

watching football. I drew me hanging from a noose in the 

square with a scarlet "D" on my clothes. I drew all these 

people standing on the street packed together with their 

heads tilted up trying to call out, but the wind whipped the 

sound out of their mouths. Sometimes there would just be my 

head and a black cone where my body ought to be, and then it 

was all I could do to keep from falling down into that cone. 

I had to hold the mirror and draw. The minute I quit 

drawing I'd start falling down into the cone. Sometimes I 

had to draw way into the night and forget about Clarence and 

everything else. To keep from falling. 

But sometimes I drew these rays coming out of my head 

and dancing things in my eyes. Sometimes I was standing on 

the planet, and there were people all over the world trying 

to do it right. 

Tom was real happy with my progress. He put two of my 
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drawings in a student art show. He got his friend Farley 

Loomis from the Wichita paper to come over as a favor to 

publicize the college. Tom said Farley kept looking at my 

drawings. Tom said he'd look, then walk away, then come 

back. Tom said they went for coffee. 

"I can't get those drawings out of my mind," Farley 

told Tom. "Are they any good?" 

"Darned if I know," Tom told him. 

About a month later Farley called me and asked me if he 

could come out to my house and see the rest of my drawings. 

I had about fifty or sixty. They were everywhere--under the 

bed, stacked in the laundry room--all over. Farley had my 

address. Before he came I went out with black paint and 

painted 411 on the side of the house so he could find it. 

He wanted to know about my life. I gave him some coffee and 

showed him my yard and introduced him to Clarence. He took 

twelve of the drawings home with him. He said they had a 

"primitive quality" that "haunted" him. I laughed at that. 

By this time I'm drawing eight to twelve hours a day. 

Every once in a while Clarence said something about my 

taking it easy, but he was afraid to say too much. He was 

afraid I'd have a spell. 

About three years after Farley came to see me the first 

time, he got the Wichita Museum to have an exhibit of my 

work. Then I got an NEA grant, and now my stuff is in a 
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traveling exhibit. I've been on Sunflower Reporter on TV 

and written up in the paper. It makes me laugh to read what 

they write about me. I'm called a "genuine primitive." one 

writer said I look like American Gothic. Because I'm from 

Kansas, they call me "Auntie Em." One headline said, 

"Granny Draws Em over The Rainbow." 

If my drawings want to go over the rainbow, I let them. 

They can go anywhere they want. I stay home. I go 

everywhere I want to just looking in that little mirror. I 

draw everything I see. I draw men and women and babies 

doing all kinds of things, people working in the yard and 

making love. I draw buttons on my chest, magic buttons that 

flash and act out things. They say "Peace" and "Make Love, 

Not War" and "Woman Power" and "Seeker of Truth" and 
I 

"Official Hugger." 

Sometimes I see this woman with poppies in her hair and 

genie shoes on her feet. I see the prairie trying to blow 

her away or suck her down into it. She's divorced. She 

knows what it's like trying to live on this side of the 

rainbow. She rubs her magic lamp. She's got this aura 

around her body and big muscles in her arms. Her face 

wrinkles pull up in a smile that dances with power. Her son 

hands her a satin pillow that says "Mother." 

Lately I've been seeing a road. And a genie woman 

looking down it. If she wanted to. 



CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSIONS 

The work of this thesis has been to discover whether 

there is a category of narrative that can be categorized as 

women's experience stories and, if so, whether there are 

discernible differences between "experience" stories and 

other types of writing. 

The term "experience story" was suggested by another 

woman writer. I had read one of my stories to my husband 

one day and to a group of women writers the next. My 

husband asked me what the story meant. The women writers 

had technical and stylistic suggestions, but not one of them 

asked me what the story meant. I told the group what my 

husband had said. 

"Well," said one of the women, "there are meaning 

stories and there are experience stories. This is an 

experience story" (Strange). 

Chapter I identified some of the apparent 

characteristics of experience stories. Chapters II, III, 

IV, v, and VI presented women narrating first-person 

accounts of their life experiences. Chapter VII will, 

first, discuss each story individually to discover whether 

it meets the criteria for experience stories as set forth in 

78 
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Chapter I, and then discuss some of the difficulties I 

encountered in writing the stories with implications for 

further inquiry. 

The first story, "You Can't Be Too Careful," certainly 

meets the first test of an experience story in that it is 

based on an event which occurred in the life of the writer. 

The materials were re-worked so that they could be 

experienced by a teen-age girl rather than the boy who was 

the child involved. By making the protagonist female, I 

found I was able to achieve distance from the actual life 

event, to see the story as an entity with needs of its own, 

and to gain valuable personal insights about the 

precipitating event. The desire to relate an event in one's 

life as a means of connecting with others and as a means of 

healing and integration is consistent with the motivations 

expressed by other women writers. 

The second criterion, that experience stories attempt 

to re-write women's scripts, is difficult to apply to this 

story. It certainly does not write a "fiction of desire," 

except perhaps in a negative way by showing the girl's 

strong need to wrest from her father some way of negotiating 

her world and his inability to give it to her. The girl 

seems completely disenfranchised from her feminine 

inheritance. Perhaps the women who should have provided 

role models have been inadequate or they are themselves 
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similarly disinherited. 

The third criterion, that the story subvert literary 

conventions by standing irony on its head, depends on 

whether the reader "buys" the story. My operative 

definition of irony is that it occurs at that precise moment 

when we see the universe yawn and swallow us up. The per

ception of irony is a visceral, "gut" reaction. "Careful" 

meets the third criterion if the reader sympathizes with the 

protagonist enough to feel this type of "gut" reaction. 

Richard Lanham says that irony "depends on an allegorical 

habit of mind in the reader, a habit that will juxtapose 

surface and real meaning" (Lanham 61-2). Lanham's 

definition argues that irony depends on the perception of 

the reader. A traditional reading of the story might find 

it ironic that the father, who "protects" himself with his 

macho habits, succumbs to a heart attack aggravated by his 

macho way of life. On the other hand, a feminist reading 

might simply see this situation as a condemnation of the 

world as some men have tried to construct it and find here a 

betrayal, rather than a tragedy. In this instance, the 

presence or absence of irony might turn on the reader's 

sympathy for the father. If the reader feels both sympathy 

for the father and rage at his betrayal of the girl, then I 

think the third criterion has been met. 

The fourth criterion, the element of the fall into 
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awakening, probably does not occur because the protagonist 

is simply too young. We don't know at story's end what she 

has learned from the experience of her father's death. The 

evidence is that she is determined to dig deeper into her 

desire to idealize her father and that his death will remove 

her opportunity to see him realistically. Is the story 

subversive? I believe that it is, in that it speaks to the 

epidemic denial of the feminine in contemporary culture. It 

is subversive also in that it shows the pernicious sterility 

of one manifestation of the patriarchy and its inability to 

create a script that restores and resurrects. 

"Everybody Else," I believe, meets three of the 

criteria posited for experience stories. It is heavily 

drawn from the raw material of the author's experience. It 

presents the protagonist when she is beginning to 

acknowledge her fallen condition and to re-write her script. · 

At story's end we see evidence that she has begun to sense a 

way out. The story is subversive in that it presents 

evidence that the scripts given some women are inadequate. 

The story questions the prevalent assumption that a woman's 

primary function is to realize herself through her roles as 

wife and mother. The story further suggests that this woman 

has received almost no help in integrating her desire for 

these roles with the seemingly-contradictory desire to 

realize her own selfhood. "Everybody Else" probably does 
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not challenge literary conventions. The story contributes 

to the collective re-writing of women's scripts only in a 

negative way in that it shows the damage done when women are 

not involved in collective story-telling. 

"Thermals" meets three of the criteria for the 

experi.ence story. "Thermals" does make use of the raw 

materials of the author's life, though, to be honest; the 

motivation for this story was compromised by the desire to 

write a "Kansas Story." I found the local color constantly 

upstaging the protagonist. The protagonist is shown in the 

throes of the requisite "fall," though the fall seems to be 

characterized more by ennui than desperation or despair. 

Her nascent recovery seems to have less to do with 

connecting with other women than it has to do with returning 

to her mother. It is difficult to decide at story's end 

whether the narrator is simply completing another round or 

whether she has learned something from the kindness of Theda 

and Ronnie which will help her lift herself a little. 

"Thermals" is subversive in that it presents a woman who has 

failed to find meaning in marriage or motherhood but who, 

nevertheless, keeps looking for an appropriate script. She 

is aimless and heavily dependent on illegitimate ways of 

getting high, but she does not seem bent on self

destruction, and her willingness to stay afloat may bring 

her to a happier circumstance. Finally, "Thermals" is 
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subversive in that it shows the inability of the indigenous 

religion to impact the life of the protagonist. Some 

readers have seen the story as an indictment of fundamental 

religion. I did not intend it to be so. My intention was 

simply to show some of the colorful vestiges of convention 

which retain a tenacious hold among one small segment of 

people. 

In some respects, however, "Thermals" is profoundly 

reactionary. The story seems to be vulnerable to Nancy 

Miller's observation that "The ideological underpinnings of 

the old plot have not been threatened seriously; experience 

for women characters is still tied to the erotic and the 

familial; ... female Bildung tends to get stuck in the 

bedroom" (DuPlessis 4). "Thermals" does not attempt a 

collective re-writing of feminine scripts. The women in the 

protagonist's life seem to accept the social order, rather 

than to challenge it. The story seems to suggest that the 

protagonist's failure to overcome her lassitude is an 

individual rather than a collective failure. Finally, the 

story fails to challenge literary conventions. 

"Namesake" is the story perhaps most faithful to the 

raw materials from which it was drawn. The event, the son's 

flight from his graduation celebration, happened just as 

depicted, occurring in one week with housecleaning at both 

ends holding up the middle. Some of the "color" was drawn 
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from other family gatherings, and some participants were 

excluded in the interest of keeping characters to a 

manageable number. "Namesake" meets the second criterion of 

experience stories in that it is very much the story of a 

group of people who care for each other, and there is 

evidence of some re-write of the female script. Although 

the weight of tradition hangs heavily on the narrator, she 

seems willing to see herself independently of her children 

and her family's expectations of her. 

I believe "Namesake" meets two other criteria for the 

experience story in that it is subversive of both the male 

order and literary conventions. This occurs through the 

pairing of mother and son as co-protagonists. One might 

ask, "Whose story is this?" There is irony in the fact that 

the son, ostensibly the center of the story, appears only 

briefly. In the end we know more about the mother than 

about the son. The mother recounts with wry humor her 

attempts to control an uncontrollable situation. The story 

also demonstrates a family system that brings up male 

"stars," then ejects them when they no longer serve the 

family's needs. Attention is riveted on the males, and 

female power is consistently discounted. But the female 

characters are better drawn, and their behavior speaks 

volumes about the ambivalent nature of female power. The 

fall criterion is not addressed directly, but the mother is 
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shown as one who survived the death of her husband and the 

loss of her children. She seems capable of surviving her 

family's eccentricities and taking charge of her life. 

The final story, "Lifting Up," meets all but one of the 

criteria for an experience story. The narrator's 

description of her depression began with the raw material of 

my own experience heavily augmented by what other women have 

shared with me. For this reason, "Lifting Up" also meets 

the criterion of being a collective re-write of women's 

scripts. The stories of at least four women are included in 

this account of a fall into depression and subsequent 

recovery by way of a passionate interest. The story began 

with the little I know of Elizabeth "Granny" Layton, a 

Kansas artist who began drawing as therapy for depression 

and who is now, in her eighties, winning acclaim for her 

art. I am not sure whether the story challenges literary 

conventions, but I believe it is subversive of patriarchal 

norms. The narrator fulfills herself by failing to live up 

to her received script. In the end, it is not her husband 

or her children who save her, but her passionate commitment 

to her art. Furthermore, her art allows the narrator to 

escape from the confines of her femininity. She is free to 

dress and act as she pleases and to give up caring for the 

appearance she had to keep up all her life. Finally, the 

portrait of this older woman is feminist and activist. 
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She is powerful, and she knows it. She has at last the 

power of her whole person, manifested in the active 

involvement with life and the production of drawings that 

speak her commitment in ways that cannot be ignored. 

In trying to write stories to fit the concept of 

experience story, I met with several difficulties. These 

will be discussed with implications for further inquiry. 

The first difficulty I encountered came in making 

decisions about the order in which narrative events should 

occur. This is one of the first decisions a writer makes. I 

had not identified gender-based elements in narrative 

structure at the outset, because I was not at all certain 

that I could isolate them. Writing these stories has done 

little to persuade me that there is an inherent order in 

women's experience stories. My hunch is that there is a 

difference in the way women and men tell stories, and that 

part of this difference may lie in the ordering of the 

narrative events. One prejudice I have is the belief that 

men tend to tell stories in a linear fashion, whereas 

women's styles are more fragmented and circular. 

Elizabeth Adams has stated that the autobiographies of 

men tend to be presented in a "linear" fashion and that the 

autobiographies of women are more "cyclical" and fragmentary 

(Adams). one could make a simplistic prediction that men 

are more goal- and accomplishment-oriented and that women, 
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being more relationship-oriented, tend to relate the events 

of their lives in a more fragmentary fashion. I do not know 

whether this is true for oral delivery, and I have reached 

no conclusion regarding a gender-based preference in short 

story writers. I do know that I struggled with the 

definition of "plots" and whether my stories had them. In 

"Thermals" I attempted to underscore the purposelessness of 

the protagonist by using circular metaphors and telling the 

story in a circular way. It didn't work very well for me. 

I had to abandon ideological constructs and let the story 

tell itself. 

A second difficulty I encountered was that I had 

trouble empathizing with women who were in situations I had 

not encountered. "Thermals" and "Lifting Up" are examples. 

I found myself impatient with the protagonist in "Thermals": 

I wanted her to "snap out it." In "Lifting Up," ageism 

reared its ugly head. I am not naturally empathetic with 

older people. I found myself wanting to re-write the script 

for all older women to discover a new outcome for women in 

both life and literature. My difficulty has made me more 

aware of prejudices the reader brings to the writing. It 

may be that human ability to enter another person's 

construct is more limited than I had assumed. 

A third difficulty came because I had trouble finding a 

satisfactory definition of irony, trouble deciding whether 
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my work contained ironic elements, and trouble deciding 

whether experience stories need them. As a feminist I want 

to write stories that say something about the betrayal of 

women in a patriarchal society. To do this, the story needs 

to produce a visceral reaction in the reader. Whether irony 

is required for this reaction, I do not know. I have also 

concluded that irony probably cannot be injected into 

stories, but must be allowed to come up "volunteer" out of 

the soil of the narrative. 

A fourth difficulty came for me in trying to make my 

stories "believable." One rejection letter I received for 

"Namesake" said that the story was "not convincing." 

"Namesake" is the story which makes fullest use of my life 

experiences. The question I have yet to resolve is whether 

there is a difference in the requirements for believability 

between experience stories and other works of fiction. Must 

we know whether we are reading "fiction" or "experience" in 

order to find a work "convincing"? 

A fifth difficulty came in trying, to paraphrase Nancy 

Miller, to get the Bildung out of the bedroom. In spite of 

my attempts to break new ground, my stories are still tied 

up in the domestic. I do not think the tie to domesticity 

invalidates a writer's work, but it may easily be a trap. I 

believe that women writers must resist the suggestion that 

we belong in the "private" sphere. I believe that what 
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women learn in either sphere will enhance our ability to 

comment on the other. 

In conclusion, I will offer the suggestion that there 

is a "new" type of writing emerging among women, that this 

writing uses the raw materials of women's lives to comment 

on the totality of life as women perceive it, and that this 

writing is subversive of the dominant ideologies. In the 

past, experience stories have come singly in the forms of 

short story, novel, and essay, as was pointed out in Chapter 

I. In the future, the production of these writings might 

become more organized. Phyllis Theroux, for example, 

teaches a class in the essay in which women learn to write 

their life stories (Theroux). It has become commonplace for 

therapy or consciousness-raising groups to publish 

collections of stories. In Theroux's group, however, the 

emphasis is on literature. Students study the essay form 

from Isak Dinesen to Belva Plain to learn the difference 

between "good" and "bad" writing and are encouraged to "keep 

one's voice riding above the material" (58). 

The experience story may emerge as something of a cross 

between the essay and the short story as we know them. 

Whatever form it takes, the woman's experience story will 

probably benefit from the lack of attention it is receiving 

at present, escaping somewhat the constraints of the 

ideologies which are dominant in our culture. 
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