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JUMPING-OFF
PLACE

Stories by B
GURIVETSIty of Missouri Pres. §9

Theme of self-rescue
marks an intelligent,
ardent collection

" A review by Cia McClonchan

Books or short stories as uﬂl as novel-
1 out regularly these

fi ic ;'e%:s — Univer-
S of x]:laois, Johns Hopkins, Louisiana
f;tme University, University of Pittsburgh
and University of Georgia — as well as by
University of Hxﬂoun Press, in whose
Breakthrough series of previously unpub-
lished authors “Jumping-Off Place,” by
Baine Kerr, is Number 33.

Three of the four stories in this intelli-
gent and deceptively modest volume
share a common theme: the labor re-

J’..

ferred to in the Taoist book of wisdom,

the "I Ching,” as “Work on what is
spolied™ — the struggle to repair the cata-
¢ “ophically broken, to remake lives near-

i ruined by the evils of personal experi- |

a2 -7

in the most evocative and flamboyant
of the stories, “The Canzaries of Lishon,
the Giant Carp of Japan,” a boy and his
father travel, by means of a truck outfit-
ted with handyman's tools, in the wake of
natural calamity.

“We drove from the Eszst Coast {o the

Dakotas for ranch work after the bliz-
2ards of the winter of ’57, then south to
Kansas and Missourd, stricken by cy-
cloaes. That fall and most of the next
year we worked in Texas, Loulsigna, Mis-
sissippi, and Alabama, all recovering
from Hurricaine Audrey. We travelled, in
'59, from New Orleans to Hebgen Lake,
Montana (earthquake), to Jalisco, Hexico
(hurricaine, mud slides, flood, thousands
dead: a disaster so Irremediable we re-
treated to the border after a wesk)..
We cleared rubble, reconstructed buud-
ings, helped families sa‘v'*ge their beleng-
ings and repair their hemes, did anything
fo make ruined things and lives work
'ag'ain

Because of his father's obsession with
disaster, the boy learns rc«mp?& on, as.
weil as the sustaining anomaly, “the mir-

¢ of survival, ihe fortulty of what re-
mms. the almost wondrous, almost holy
quality of what is spared.”

In "Rider,” calamity is more modern,
more psychological, as sinfulness moves,
so to speak, from Old Testament to New
Testament: * ... divorce, disintegration,
teeterings on the edge of madness. ... Not
quite ruin, but all the rack I could han-
dle.”

A young man undertakes to move out of
his 20s and California, into his 30s and
Colorado. Speaking in the voice of chas
tened intelligence, and with the gingerly
tone of a survivor, he lugs what remains
to him — *‘detritus salvaged from a disas-
trous decade-long encounter with the
State ¢f California” — back across the
Western mounuams to a new life within
snug limits:

“Across the Great Basm jt.st oxer the
Continental Divide, a pellucid wholeness
beckoned; concentric glowing rings —
Colorado, the house there, Caris, inside,
the child incside her — an aurcra 1,300
miles to the east, ‘an orbed drop of light,
and this is love.'™

“Rapture,” another story sharing the
theme of self-rescue, concerns Peter
Moss, a yor.:ng man with temporary custo-
dy of his 1l}4-year-old daughter. He is a
veteran: of dz\orce of an unforgeftable
evil in Army training camp, of a late, he-
roic attempt to win conscientious—ob,"ector
status. Proud of his heroism but ready to
unload his sadness and begin & new life,
be is courting a girl who is a perhaps-{oo-

articulate Christian. She proposes ccnver-. i

sion, and Peter Moss refuses.

Like the narrator of “Rider,” though.'

Peter Moss appreciates the stubbornness
of a faith strong enough to resist the mod-
ern temptations: depression and excess.

* Walching birds plunge through a walerfail

to build their nests, he observes:

... the fitful strength, the lunatic will,
the brainless courage of bird and spouss,
diving into the bursting heari of the falls
to deliver some ndtcuim. isp of weed.
Homemakers,"”

Another story, “Jumpmbo;r Flace,” a
touching experiment in point-of-view, por-

trays a rather detestable, selfsatisfied.
young liquor distributor — again, di-,
vorced — who flirts condescendingly, on

a jet fiight from Dallas to Denver, with an
unsophisticated Abilene teen-ager who
could, nevertheless, eat him for breakfast.

This intelligent and quietly ardent-book
of stories is as carefully written, as free of
cant and as amusing as contemporary fic-
{icn ought to be.

Cio McClonghan is g free-lonce writer living in
Port Royal, Ky

Y.




