Excerpt from ABR, March/April 2001, Volume 22, Issue 3

Qutsiders LooKin

Ewing Campbell

g In

Lone ODDS: STORIES
Gordon Weaver

University of Missouri Press
2910 LeM one Blvd, Columbia, MO 65201
194 pages; paper, $17.95

Two forcesviein the story:
the narrator’ sinterpretation and
the author’s clever undercutting of
the narrator’ stake on matters.

Readerswho haven't found any Zog in thelr
fiction since Donad Barthelme' s The King (1990)
might want to settle down with Gordon Weaver's
ninth story collection, Long Odds It openswith
Zog' satempt to correct theworld, one person a a
time, by means of hismiming critiques. A futile
business, that. Readerswill find that three features
often mark these eleven ories: oneisthe author’'s
reliance on adigtinctive vernacular styleto carry
the narrative load, another isthefalibility of his
narrators, and athird isthe dienation of his
protagonists. Thefirst depends on diction, broken
syntax, astylized grammar; the second on subtle
irony; and the last on characterswho work against
their strongest desires either by failing to act when
the opportunity occursor by acting in away that
underminesther best interests.

Takethe last feature, dienation, and consder
Z0og because he represents an archetype—not of
theartigt, as he claims, but of the characterswho
people Weaver’ s stories, individuaswho would
rather be good than passionate or intimate with
others. “I consder mysdlf an archetype of the
artist,” Zog announces, overstating his station in
life, but it isaskeptica reader who doubts Zog's
dedication to themime sart: “All this| do, and
more, complex and subtle, in but asingleingtant
stopped intime, held for aslong asyou like,
suggesting an otherwise inca culable past, an
undreamed, unlimited future, as precise as my
audience simagination, asuniversa inimplication
asdl humanity’ s sad, comic history.” Soundslike
awel-formed definition of the gestalt in which the
absent but implicit line connects. We can believe
this mime bearing Ahmed Bey Zogu's

sovereign name could be hired by a haberdasher to
posein hisdigplay window, that his performance
would attract and conquer crowds, along with an
admiring Miss Jankowski, and increase profits at
the store.

But dl thewhile, aconflict between his
account of the events and hisclamsremains
dormant until amoment of pique stirs Zog to lose
his aesthetic distance. Passing judgment on the
mere gppearance of aman in the crowd—a
flickering of the eyesindicating amorality—Zog
drikes apose of the man straining at stool. Funda-
mental humor in the service of satire goes back to
atime before Chaucer and Boccaccio. Rabdais
gave hisnameto it. Honoré Daumier went to jail
for depicting Louis Philippe enthroned on a
commode. It isaconvention and the surest Sgn of
contempt, but isit art? Or isit, rather, the con-
founding of ethics and aesthetics? In attempting
the answer we might remember FHlaubert’ sremark
to Louise Colet inasimilar circumstance: “Y ou
have made Art an outlet for passons, akind of
chamberpot...It smdlsof hate!” (9-10 January
1854). And the year before: “Do not imagine you
can exorcise what oppressesyou in life by giving
venttoitinart” (25 November 1853).

When Zog shifts hisemphasis from “ sug-
gesting an otherwise incal culable past, an un-
dreamed, unlimited future,” to focusing on flaws,
he becomes a satirit, a category of human always
disappointed in the world, and with the shift in
emphasis comes a shift in execution. Where once
his art suggested, he now resortsto flaunting his
virtuogty and, finaly, to dienating others by
robbing them of their dignity, and ends up aone.
So too Luthi, who is abandoned by Ed Stein, his
interior companion in “Ed Stein, Ed Stein, Speak



toMe!” And the narrator of “Viewed from Lanta
& Wadly's” who as outsder looking in represents
the mgjor figures of this collection. His harsh
judgment of others and proprietary attitude findly
get him banned from the diner he frequents and
leaves him isolated from the greater world. Two
forcesviein the story: the narrator’ sinterpretation
and the author’ s clever undercutting of the
narrator’ s take on matters.

Weaver reminds usthere are articles of faith
that lend themselvesto fiction. Oneisthe convic-
tion that we truly know ourselves or those we
trust, aconviction likely to set usup for disillu-
sonment. In mogt initiation stories, someone
learns something unsettling about onesdlf, the
world, atrusted person, and “Long Odds’ isno
exception to the tradition. Kleczka, having an
unlikely run in games of chance and feeling
pleased with himself when things are going well,
wins one too many games, prompting a sore loser
to bring him down a notch with an unsettling
revelaion about hiswife. Asthis new knowledge
raises the question of how our protagonist will dedl
with it, three responses might occur: he could
handleit poorly, it might baffle him, or Kleczka
could respond with grace under pressure. Thetacit
expectation of such narratives, though not aways
the case, isthat characterslearn to temper exces-
sveideasto become persons better prepared to
facetherea world. So it seemswith Kleczka,
whose digtressis as poignant as hisresponseis
subdued.

A rarekind of initiation story invertsthe
tradition of terrible revelaion and permitsthe
discovery of unexpected good. Writerswho
succeed with thisform often undercut the potentia
for sentimentality by creating individuaswho
don’t grasp the implications but sense that some-
thing sgnificant has happened. ThisisWeaver’'s
Srategy in “Without Spot or Wrinkle,” summed up
by the closing words, “I drove on, trying to decide
what exactly | fet, but that duded me.” When
Kenneth Mullinstravelsto Mississippi for his
estranged brother’ sfunerd, he disgpproves, can't
imaginethat his brother, Roddy, might have found
happinessin the Degp South with his African
American wife and their community.

“It waslike stepping out of theworld,” he
reports, “into some dingy, shabby, skewed ap-
proximeation of any world | knew, waking into one
I might only half-remember from abad dream
dreamed along time ago.” Influenced by attitudes
shaped in South Boston, Mullins sufferswhile
myriad detailsfill out each moment and quotidian
eventstake on the quality of high drama. Try as
much as he might, he can’'t make sense of his
brother until aneghbor shares the ssump dixir
Roddy madein life. At that point a change sweeps
through him and he can at last accept that his
“brother was dead and buried in the tiny cemetery
of The Church Without Spot or Wrinkle.” He
could “believe thiswas agood time and placeto
be’: “I do not think | felt drunk, just adeep, totd
easing of body and mind, afine sense of exhausted
peace that came of his strong ssump whiskey, the
view of fields and woods, atangible cooling of the
ar asthe sky sprouted high, boiling clouds, a
perceptible dimming of the harsh light.”

If “Long Odds’ and “Without Spot or
Wrinkle” make abinary pair asinitiation stories
with opposite results, so do thefirg story, “Manne-
quin,” and the lagt, “Imagining the Structure of
Free Space on Pioneer Road.” The narrator of the
last story attemptsto imagine total darknesswith
no reference point, the Free Space of blindness,
while putting together alight display for Christ-
meas. Driven on by thefaith that it isthe right thing
to do in theface of hiswife sdisapproval, he could
not have foreseen the tactile effects of the glowing
lights on his blind daughter or hiswife' sfina
blessing in amoment of tender intimacy, but that is
the outcome. “Imagining the Structure of Free
Space on Pioneer Road” is Weaver’ srefutation of
one-dimensiond darkness. It isan affirmation that
thesunalsorises.
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