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In this thesis I present selections from my novel Annie Rose, along with a critical

introduction discussing my borrowing, refashioning, and sometimes returning to
Sophocles’ Antigone as an inspiration for the novel . The original vision of the novel was
one in which an Antigone character would be rescued from the cave. Although originally
determined to give the myth a feminist slant, I found that neither the character nor the
story lend themselves to such a viewpoint as easily as they might first seem to do, nor do
feminist scholars necessarily consider any patriarchal myth rewritten a feminist work.
Finally, the demands of a novel took over as characters inspired by the play took on new,
modern forms, and these characters pushed the story in its own direction.

Yet the structure of the Sophocles play always cast a shadow, and often the
greatest alterations in my novel were exact inversions of key factors in the original drama.
For instance, one of the most significant alterations was that the Ismene character, here
transformed from a sister into a friend. Although the ending did lean towards the more

life-affirming direction I’d originally planned, disastrous events, brought on by stubborn



and polarized characters, took place in the community created in Annie Rose, just as they
did in Sophocles’ play. The selections from the novel include chapters and summaries of
them describing how 1 have borrowed and refashioned character and plot from Sophocles’

Antigone.
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Refashioning Antigone

Sophocles’ play Antigone provides a barely noticeable but time-tested, ancient
framework for my novel Annie Rose. Yet the novel is neither an updated nor novelized
version of the play. While Sophocles’ vexing work has tempted many writers to update,
alter, or correct Antigone’s character, that temptation can be unreliable. As compelling as
the original is even two thousand years after its debut, even for the writer who upon
viewing the play would like to present the story as he or she thinks it “should be,” a
simple renaming of touchstones will not land a modern Antigone in the desired place.

For one thing, Sophocles’ play--with its engaged cousins, family dynasty, and unburied
body--does not easily adapt to a modemn setting. For another, the political finalities one
might try to impose serve little use to the novelist. In this case, a wish to ensure that
Antigone’s story has a feminist outcome will only take the story so far. One cannot, as
feminist scholar Diane Purkiss argues, simply borrow from mythology, replace the hero
with a heroine, and call it a feminist writing (441-42). Thus, while Sophocles’ play
inspires much of Annie Rose, the story necessarily takes its own path, dictated not by
Sophocles’ work, nor by feminist criticism, though both influence the novel.

The plot of the original is at once simple and many-layered: Antigone’s brothers
Eteocles (current ruler of Thebes) and Polynices (occasional ruler of Thebes) have just
killed each other in battle. Antigone defies--seemingly without any deliberation--the
decree of her uncle (and recently crowned king) Creon: She performs a funeral ritual over

1



her brother Polynices’ body. Not only does she do so against Creon’s public decree, but
she does so against the advice of her more mild-mannered (and possibly indecisive) sister
Ismene. As a result of this action, Creon banishes Antigone to a cave. She is thus
offstage during most of the performance of the play as Creon agonizes over his decision
with Tireslas, his advisor, and Haemon, his son and Antigone’s fiancé. By the time
Creon relents and agrees to release Antigone, he discovers that she has hanged herself;,
then Haemon in response kills himself, and in turm Haemon’s mother, Creon’s wife, kills
herself, leaving Creon without family, a guilt-ridden and weakened king.

Annie Rose does not follow this course. However, it does borrow, in the title
character, the defiance of a youthful, willful Antigone, and in Annie’s uncle Will, the
tyranny of Creon. Certain scenes and turning points echo the play intentionally, and a
few more do through accident. Although the public and private values that clash in
Antigone are not discussed at length, they blur and conflict in Annie Rose.'

The original play is powerful, yet doesn’t yield easily to modem adaptations.
Before one even addresses modern political visions, a writer interested in borrowing from
Antigone must deal with certain defining aspects of the original politics and family
dynamics that are particular to ancient times--aspects that, for all of the play’s
universality, would be impossible to include without glaring anachronistic distractions.
At the heart of the story is a warring family dynasty. Although such scenarios continue to
make up even popular fictions, and although families play roles in politics and

corporations in the U.S., family lineage rarely plays the pivotal role today that it does in

the myth.



The arguments within the play revolve around the burial of Polynices. Creon
orders that Polynices’ body be “left to be devoured / By dogs and fowls of the air” (9).
To replicate the factors exactly in a modern setting unfortunately would be to make the
choice easy for a modern audience; no ambiguities would exist about whether or not the
Antigone character should bury the body, if for health reasons alone. While the Creon
character could disallow the participation in the rizual surrounding the burial (as happens
in Annie Rose), the Antigone character’s absence from a funeral is not the dramatic
equivalent of the offstage exposed corpse.

The deed in question, the burial of Polynices, is so morally and politically
ambiguous, that it is hard to replicate as a twenty-first-century event in the West. One
would have to find a quick, public act that does indeed threaten the stability of the state
that at the same time would be expected of a family member regardless of the
circumstances. Public grieving is not a threat to the contemporary state. Today even
criminals’ families are allowed to grieve publicly, and the families of traitors are no
exception to this. Further, Polynices was not a traitor to a long-standing state; audience
members would not necessarily have expected him to show allegiance to Creon, who had
just risen to power. By some accounts, Polynices was the ruler of Thebes every other
year until his brother Eteocles decided to end this policy. As the play begins, Creon’s is a
newly minted regime, and he needs to establish his reign, not protect an established
government, however much he argues for state stability in the play. Though neither
Antigone’s or Creon’s characters make much of it in the play, audiences would have been
aware of the fresh power shift from Antigone’s brothers to Creon’s family line.

Contemporary readers must not assume an ancient audience’s loyalties would lie fully
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with Creon simply because he was the king. The central act of the original play,
therefore, could have been easily viewed as acceptable or unacceptable, even to an
audience member who understood that Creon’s priority must be to stabilize the state.

To complicate matters, in the myth Sophocles used, Antigone is engaged to her
cousin, Haemon, who is also Creon’s son. This sets up a most compelling triangle in the
play, pulling all of the elements of the family and political conflicts into one chaotic
tangle. Antigone feels no allegiance to be kind to Creon just because he will soon be her
father-in-law, and interestingly, Haemon never appears to campaign on his father’s behalf
to his fiancé Antigone. But the engagement sets up the eventual inner conflict that will
lead to outward devastation for Creon. He is not sympathetic to Antigone, but he is
sympathetic to his own son, his own heir; and, his son, to Creon’s consternation, is
sympathetic to Antigone. Thus, through his son, Creon is pulled two ways: towards
Antigone’s punishment and towards his son, who defends her. Creon’s conflict costs him
the people’s confidence in his authority, including his interest in his kingship, and his
family. Combine all of the political, religious, and family implications of this fascinating
triangle and one has enough complications for a much lengthier work than my project
Annie Rose.

Removing the central actions and the central relationships would seem to leave
little in the play to emulate, and yet plenty of intrigue remains. In fact, in much of the
criticism of the play, these factors are only incidental. What remains are the characters
and the conflicting values they represent. A man who is older, in formal power, clashes
with a young woman willing to risk her life to do what she believes is right. Creon

claims to be keeping the peace of the state, and yet he also appears to be attempting to
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prove that Creon cannot be bested. Antigone claims to be acting for the gods, and yet in
parts, “Antigone sings of Antigone,” as George Steiner writes in his encyclopedic
Antigones (96). To no avail, Creon and Ismene remind Antigone that, as a female, she
cannot challenge the patriarchy. The laws of the state and the laws of the gods have, in
this situation, collided, and neither the gods nor the state legislators seem to have taken
such a scenario into account. What should be done then? Humanity still struggles with
these ideas, or the play would be interesting only for its history or its poetry. The critical
issues continue to arise in civic life in different forms.

A crucial goal of my project was to reflect the play’s lasting and compelling
attention to gender roles in politics and community. A primary appeal of Antigone is her
conviction, and her willingness in the face of the state power to sacrifice her life for it.
She is willing to speak when others refuse. This aspect of her character, viewed now
within a world where scholars and activists discuss the voice of women (and other
“silenced” groups) , invites an interesting question: If a woman claiming her voice is
truly a strength, might Antigone’s cave death not be inevitable? What if an Antigone
survived rather than died? What if her voice saved rather than doomed her?

The prospect of refashioning an ancient, vocal-and-then-silenced, female character
into a modern teenaged girl to show how her story might turn from tragedy to something
more life-affirming, would seem to be, if not simple, at least possible. But Antigone
makes things no more simple for the modern writer than she does for audiences or her
nemesis Creon. To begin with, the character and her story always almost fit comfortably

alongside feminist theory and then seem to defy its conventions, too.



Throughout the play, much is made of gender. Notably, from the very first
moments of the play to Antigone’s last lines, she and the characters who surround her
repeatedly refer to her status as a woman (Antigone will often mention that she will die
childless and marriageless [30, 32-33]), and others remind her that her verbalization of
dissent is out of order. Her sister Ismene reminds her of this: “We must remember we are
women born, / Unapt to cope with men; and, being ruled / By mightier than ourselves, we
have to hear / These things--and worse” [3]. Antigone’s antagonist Creon also says upon
first hearing of her deed that if she is allowed to go unpunished, she is a man and he a
woman (18) and later says “No woman, while I live, shall order me” (20).

Moreover, Antigone’s rationale for her act is suspect because she is a woman--not
just within the play to other characters as they confront her and discuss her, but, one
might argue to this day, in critical evaluations of the play. When Creon says he must
stabilize the state, his words are taken at face value; Antigone’s motives, however, are
never so clear to critics. After all, Antigone claims to be acting for the family and for the
gods, and yet as critics often mention that she manages to distance herself from her living
family members, particularly the one closest to her, her sister Ismene (Steiner 278; Knox
103-14). Once Ismene refuses to help bury their brother, Antigone is more than unkind to
her, to the point of disavowing their kinship. Antigone also expresses doubts towards the
end of the play that the gods will save her, although she has claimed this as a primary
motivation all along. She says that she will go marriageless and childless to her grave,
and critics such as Knox and Steiner suggest her resignation to this consequence does not

support notions of the family. (The implication is that if Antigone were truly pro-family



she would get married and have children before dying.) Surely, critics suggest, these
attitudes and actions all call into question her stated commitment to the family. 2

Beyond the language--the constant reminders from the characters that Antigone is
a woman--certain images and narrative patterns familiar to feminist theorists appear in
Antigone. Foremost, perhaps, is the cave, but all involve her voice and the silencing of it.
During much of the last half of Sophocles’ Antigone, Antigone is actually offstage,
awaiting her death in the cave. The audience assumes she is still alive, and towards the
end, Creon, convinced by his advisor Tiresias, changes his mind and orders that she be
removed from the cave. By this time, of course, Antigone has hanged herself, never
knowing that she might be pardoned. Scholars and some theater critics make much of
how, despite the play’s title, Creon leads the last half of the play’; some havea gone so far
as to suggest that the play should have been titled “Creon.” But Sophocles made no
mistake: Her cave may be offstage, but Antigone remains a powerful force onstage.
Despite her absence, despite her silence, Antigone has thrown the government into
turmoil, and the dramatic tension derives in part from the audience’s concern for
Antigone. The effect of this offstage situation--her silence while she is confined, the
information of her hanging--is powerful. The audience knows as Creon discusses his
action with others that her life is in the balance, intensifying all that is said, and the sense
that she might have been saved adds to the final tragedy.

The progression of Antigone from outspokenness and defiant action to first
confinement and then death can be more than tragic: The progression can be threatening
and then familiar, at least to the feminist reader, viewed in the context of other works
both about and by women in which women are silenced.* The history of literature about
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women and by women would reflect a preoccupation with this very progression,
particularly if one includes a sense of confinement in the home. A long history of
entrapment images appears in literature by and about women, as Susan Gubar and Sandra

Gilbert point out in their influential The Madwoman and the Attic, and not simply in Jane

Eyre’s attic, which they reference in their title. They write, in a section entitled “The
Parables of the Cave,” of the “womb-shaped enclosure”: “In this prison the slave is
immured, the virgin sacrificed, the priestess abandoned” (93). Antigone, of course--in
prison, a virgin, abandoned after claiming to obey the gods’ wishes--speaks to all three of
Gubar and Gilbert’s depictions of the female-in-the-cave theme. Gilbert and Gubar point
out that the same motif appears in works by Mary Shelley, Simone de Beauvoir,
Christinia Rossetti, Emily Dickinson, Willa Cather, and Sylvia Plath among others (93-
104). The prolonged, alive-but-silent punishment of the cave is historically common in
literature concerning women; Antigone was one of the first.

Despite markers such as this cave image, the recurring mention of Antigone’s lack
of entitlement to a public voice in Sophocles’ play, and the recurring references that
Antigone must be a male since she challenges authority, even feminist scholars do not
universally embrace her as a proper heroine of myth.” Feminist critic Judith Butler, for
example, recently wrote in her book Antigone’s Claim of Butler’s hope and then
disillusionment with Antigone as a feminist heroine; feminist drama scholar Zelenak
devoted an entire essay to proving her lack of worthiness as a feminist heroine. This
poses a problem for refashioning an Antigone into someone modemn, vocal, and
surviving. With such a large volume of scholarship that would seem to counter any

notions of Antigone as a feminist heroine, how could one release Antigone from her cave
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without first considering that she might lack the virtues that would make the act
meaningful? It was important to look at some of the arguments against Antigone’s
feminist heroism.®

Butler writes:

It seemed to me that Antigone might work as a counterfigure to the trend

championed by recent feminists to seek the backing and authority of the state to

implement feminist policy aims. The legacy of Antigone’s defiance appeared to

be lost in the contemporary efforts to recast political opposition as legal plaint and

to seek the legitimacy of the state in the espousal of feminist claims. (2)

But Butler does not find the Antigone she seeks.

[S]he hardly represents the normative principles of kinship, steeped as she is in

incestuous legacies that confound her position within kinship. And she hardly

represents a feminism that might in any way be unimplicated in the very process

that it opposes . (2)

Butler finds Antigone too much a part of the state she defies, a state that can not
be of use to women because of its inherent patriarchal bias. Any participation with a
patriarchal state, in Butler’s view, results in more patriarchy. Thus, Antigone’s very
vocal defiance of the state, however anarchist or feminist the defiance is in nature,
becomes just one more patriarchal act to Butler.

Butler also finds that incest issues are prominent in the character of Antigone and
too overwhelming to reconcile with Antigone’s claims to family. Butler says that as a
daughter of Oedipus, and as a woman willing to die to bury her brother--a sibling love

Butler considers incestuous--Antigone can not actually argue for the family. However,
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Butler might be overemphasizing the incest issues to diminish Antigone’s family
argument. While it is true that Antigone refers to the curse upon her family, and
references her mother Jocasta (Oedipus’ mother and wife), as well as Jocasta’s marriage
to Antigone’s father/brother Oedipus, Sophocles does not emphasize Antigone’s family-
of-origin dynamics in this play. Family history in the Sophoclean play serves more to
point to the cursed inevitability of Antigone’s misery than to supply a modern, Freudian
explanation for it, and while Sophocles makes clear in Oedipus that the relationship
between Oedipus and his mother/wife is wrong, the author never implies that Antigone’s
relationship with her brother or her cousin is wrong. Butler is not the first to suggest the
relationship between Antigone and her brother is incestuous. Steiner mentions the issue
(158-65); a very recent farcical rewrite of the play in Los Angeles made that a central
issue.

But not all readers or play audiences accept that this is an underlying motive for
her actions. A nonspousal, nonparental, yet still familial bond strong enough to inspire
sacrifice may in fact signify a great capacity for love, given the lack of erotic, economic,
and social factors one would expect in the spousal or parental relationships. Knowing
that women have relied on husbands and fathers for economic means and social status
until very recently, a reader of any work written more than twenty-five years ago might
assume an Antigone character defiantly burying a husband might be distraught in losing
her economic or social status by his death. Such losses usually weren’t so likely when
brothers died. Thus Antigone’s stated motives--the gods’ wishes and family ties--might

be even more convincing,.
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Butler goes further in her argument that Antigone is not a feminist figure. She
refuses to accept her, in fact, as truly female. Butler (like Creon) begins to consider
Antigone male: “The insistence on public grieving is what moves her away from
feminine gender into hubris, into that distinctively manly excess that makes the guards,
the chorus, and Creon wonder: Who is the man here?” (80) Butler implies that only men
can fall prey to hubris; once a woman enters the public sphere with emotion and political
ambition, she, too, becomes a male. (Nevermind that public grieving was in ancient
Greece a particular role of women.)

In the end, none of the anti-Antigone arguments suggested a misreading of the
character, requiring that I either change my character or dispense with the project
altogether. Antigone does not have to be entirely right in her political arguments to be a
feminist heroine. It is enough that she speaks up despite her society’s rules against her
doing so.

Antigone is not simply a victimized male; she is a person who takes what appears
to be little power in the community, challenges the state, and achieves in some way what
even a powerful male might not be able to achieve. (After all, although she has died, she
has contributed to the bringing down of a king.) This ability of a single powerless
individual to challenge the state was not just the logic of a playwright, but of a culture,
and audience members recognize it to this day. In The True History of the Novel,
Margaret Doody refers to the author of Freedom, Orlando Patterson, who “believes that
the development of an idea of personal freedom in the Greek-speaking world came
largely from the women. “Patterson, Doody says, believes women’s “experience and their
responses’ themselves were the influences for the Greek tragedies (41). Perhaps an
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argument survives for Antigone--however full of hubris--to be as “heroic” as any of
Sophocles’ heroic characters and still female.

While these are interesting ideas to consider in light of the Antigone text,
Sophocles did not have to be what would contemporarily be considered a feminist, nor
did he need to be making an intentional statement about the silencing of women, to write
a play that showed the inequities and strengths of women during his own time. Even if
Sophocles did employ a female character to signify a male with little power, his Antigone
was a female character that reflected the status of women at the time, and as such
reflected what women likely faced if they challenged the state.

In either case, Antigone’s gender is critical to her motive for disobeying Creon.
Scholars know little about how ancient Greek women lived, but they do agree that burial
rites were women’s duties, and Orrieux and Pantel expand on that.” Countering dismissal
of Antigone’s act as suicidal or vainglorious, Orrieux and Pantel’s text also reinforces the
importance of the burial rites, not just as a critical duty for women that the gods required,
but also as a task significantly affecting men and women in the community: The oikos, or
household, had “ritual obligations, such as keeping alive the memory of the dead. An
oikos would die when there was nobody left in it to perform the rituals in honour of the
dead” (103). Antigone and Ismene are the last of the Laius line, now that both parents
and both brothers have died. If no one can bury one of the brothers, then the cursed
house of Laius has without question come to an end, and essentially Antigone and Ismene
with it. Rather than her act being a suicidal one, it could be an act of preservation, a

desperate attempt to maintain the household.

12



Enough evidence within the text supports my initial perception of Antigone as a
headstrong female character--perhaps doomed, perhaps with mixed motives. And so,
after study, she remains a character true to the original question: What if instead of
dooming her, her voice saves her?

Moreover the play is a part of Western culture. As such, it has formed our
perceptions of ourselves, be they positive or negative. And as such, it is subject to the
myth-borrowing female writers increasingly engage in that Alicia Ostriker discusses in
her book Stealing Language: The Emergence of Women Poets in America. Ostriker says
that women borrow the myths first because of the authority myth gives their writing, but
that they alter the myths in important ways:

Whenever a poet employs a figure or story previously accepted and defined by a

culture, the poet is using myth, and the potential is always present that the use will

be revisionist: that is, the figure or tale will be appropriated for altered ends, the
old vessel filled with new wine, initially satisfying the thirst of the individual poet
but ultimately making cultural change possible. [. . .] [I]n them the old stories
are changed,changed utterly, by female knowledge of female experience, so that
they can no longer stand as foundations of collective male fantasy or as the pillars
sustaining phallocentric ‘high’ culture. Instead, they are corrections; they are
representations of what women find divine and demonic in themselves; they are
retrieved images of what women have collectively and historically suffered; in

some cases they are instructions for survival. (212-15)

The word survival returns in Ostriker’s text when she quotes poet Adrienne Rich
on her view of the necessity of reviewing the texts of our heritage: “Re-vision--the act of
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looking back, of seeing with fresh eyes, of entering an old text from a new critical
direction--is for women more than a chapter in cultural history: it is an act of survival”
(Rich qgtd. in Ostriker 235).
Some feminists are wary of the myth-revisionist process, however. Purkiss finds
a variety of myth-revision strategies suspect. One strategy that women writers may
employ is to revise simply by inversion, Purkiss writes,
for example, by changing the focus of the narrative from a male character to a
female character, or by shifting the terms of the myth so that what was a
“negative” female role-model becomes a positive one [. . .]. There are many
problems with this critical strategy: its insistence that ‘positive’ images of women
are somehow timeless, its refusal to recognize the literariness of literature. Most
importantly, attempts to produce positive role models and tell feminist stories will
repeatedly founder if we assume that stories can be excised from text, culture and
institution, that their meanings are not circumscribed by their histories. (441-42)
Purkiss and some other feminists believe the language shaped in patriarchy holds
no opportunities for women, much the way Butler believes any participation with the
patriarchal state would have been a patriarchal act for Antigone. Purkiss says that she
sees no way to actually rewrite myth to establish a “revolutionary break with discourse”
(455). Perhaps this is so, but this project does not have to be a “revolutionary break™ to
be a feminist undertaking. Patriarchal or not, Sophocles’ play offers much to the culture,
and had something to offer my project.
So, borrowing from a structure impossible to replicate, and writing towards a
feminist ending without a definitive feminist heroine, I found my Antigone character,
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Annie Rose, becoming a refashioning of the character rather than anything resembling a
revision of the original play. The novel Annie Rose is far different from the first
refashionings of the play. Over the years, hundreds of writers have translated, revised,
and reformulated Sophocles’ play. George Eliot is known to have had a fascination with
the play, and characters in three of her novels are said to be versions of Antigone (Gilbert
and Guber 494; Byatt 36-38).

Sophocles’ play inspires Annie Rose, yet the story necessarily takes a unique

path, dictated neither by Sophocles’ work nor by feminist criticism, though both
influence the novel. Annie Rose features an outspoken, contemporary young woman
whose rebellion saves rather than dooms her. Twenty-five hundred years have passed
since the character Antigone first appeared on stage, but the character Annie Rose lives in
a world where women, especially young women, still enter the public sphere with little
power, even if today no one would actually say aloud that Annie should not be speaking
because of her gender. Unlike Antigone’s antagonists, those who surround Annie may
not overtly remind her that she has no voice, but in the novel some of the political
imbalances, though mildly corrected since Sophocles’ day, remain. The character brings
with her from the original play both the obsession for connection and family, and the last
vestiges of a fragmented family.

The consistent underlying effort of my novel is to present the Antigone character
Annie as both silenced and transcending that silence. Two examples of silences, one
quite literal and one metaphorical, appear in Annie Rose. One is that, in response to a
direct disobedience, her uncle denies Annie, a passionate musician, access to music,
whether her own creations or musical recordings. With careless talk, her uncle has
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already given community members reasons they should not take what Annie says
seriously; now he prevents the community from hearing her gift, and he attempts to take
away her development of her gift. She never openly disobeys this edict, never flaunts her
defiance. However, when out of the presence of her uncle, she ignores the restriction,
asking people to turn up the music in stores she visits and where she works, singing
whenever she wants. She will not be silenced.

Annie Rose is never literally in a cave, but throughout the novel she is in a sort of
exile, as her mother has sent her to live in Prairie Valley as punishment, and there she
stays in a cousin’s room, often isolated from her aunt and uncle. Annie Rose’s sense of
exile gives her power; it shields her against caring about the community’s expectations
for her behavior. Yet, just as we know Antigone’s power is only transitory and will end
in death, Annie Rose’s exile cannot be an end itself; such an exile would have no power.

The room once belonged to her cousin, a girl who has grown and left the father,
and this room represents little of Annie’s character. After Annie’s boyfriend dies, she
will retreat to this room, numbing herself on prescription drugs and ignoring school and
entreaties to return to the community. Her uncle has not banished her to this room, but
her friends are no less concerned than if he had insisted she stay there. To them, her
withdrawal is worrisome.

“A cave is a mysterious place, frightening even when it is the desired place of
refuge,” Doody writes. “It may bear the meaning of ‘tomb’ [...]. Yetacave or
cavernous place, even when it is a prison, seems to serve as a fostering place of transition.
[. ..] [It] may announce itself as uncomfortably free of the customary attributes of the
domestic” (343).
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Eventually, her grief subsides, and friends coax her back into the world. Her
ordeals are not over, but changed. No longer in direct opposition to her uncle, she has a
new concern she can not yet deal with: Annie is pregnant. She does not welcome this
new life at first. However, the grieving during her retreat from the world has sobered her
and in a small way prepared her.

Another instance of a cave-related image occurs earlier, in a scene originally built
for other purposes, which became a variation on the “cave parable” Gilbert and Gubar
describe. Rather than a cave, a Labyrinth is the setting. Doody calls the Labyrinth a
“related” trope in literature:

The Labyrinth appears everywhere in novelistic fiction, for it is deeply novelistic,

though its particular applications may widely differ. In [George Eliot’s]

Middiemarch, Will Ladislaw [. . .] exclaims, “You have been brought up in some

of those horrible notions that choose the sweetest women to devour--like

Minotaurs. And now you will go and be shut up in that stone prison at Lowick:

You will be buried alive [. . .]. (347)

One day, a church group, with Annie along for the ride, visits a corn maze grown
in the shape of Jonah’s whale. In the maze, Annie becomes disoriented, having taken the
path ahead of the others without a map. She finds herself lost and frightened. Annie does
not come out with a renewed sense of power, she is critical of others she claims
abandoned her. She has actually just begun the journey to empowerment. While she
does sing her way out of the maze, she returns to the world subdued and very frightened
by her quest. The character reveals a vulnerability unseen until this point, but a
vulnerability she must eventually confront--adjusting her armor of indifference--to
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survive. The vulnerability will not save her, but her acknowledgement of her
vulnerability, in conjunction with her unwillingness to conform, will.
Doody describes the fear the Labyrinth produces:
The Labyrinth is a frightening place. A Labyrinth may take the place of pit or
rocky tomb, and perhaps it always has some of the characteristics of those two
other important topoi. But a Labyrinth is always something more. In its intricacy
is power, and to move rightly through that intricacy and out again is to assume
that power. [. . .] It stands for that where nothing is, where the self is constrained
and pressed in gigantic emptiness. Or it is the place where too much is, a pressure
of confusion of objects demanding the strained attention of the self. (348-351)
The Labyrinth within Annie Rose marks her move from a falsely self-sufficient
individual to a stronger one empowered by her friendships and love. It is an early but
significant alteration that assures that this young woman survives--outgrows rather than
outlives her oppressor. Elaine Showalter, in her seminal work “Toward a Feminist
Poetics,” writes of twentieth-century fictions by women that describe a self-
destructiveness in women: “But women’s literature must go beyond these scenarios of
compromise, madness, and death. Although the reclamation of suffering is the
beginning, its purpose is to discover the new world” (1381) . Annie is only able to move
beyond death by admitting that she needs others, even if at that point in the novel she
does not admit this aloud but allows them to lead her out while she scolds them.
The novel originated with a desire to alter the political outcome of an age-old
story, but a novelist must also follow the laws governing novel-writing, and these laws
include a consideration that novels are not polemical tracts that adhere to the latest

18



political theories. Annie Rose may with help leave the cave, but that action must fit

within the logic of the newly created fictional world. This logic demanded that Annie not

be entirely aware of her political situation nor right about each statement she made.

Annie, created to show the legitimacy of the alternative voice in the community, in this

case a female’s, would in some ways be no closer to being an easy heroine than Antigone.
One writer who knows a great deal about mixing politics and writing, Milan

Kundera, writes in The Art of the Novel:

The world of one single Truth and the relative, ambiguous world of the novel are
molded of entirely different substances. Totalitarian Truth excludes relativity,
doubt, questioning; it can never accommodate what I would call the spirit of the
novel [. . .](14). The novel’s spirit is the spirit of complexity. Every novel says
to the reader: “Things are not as simple as you think.” That is the novel’s eternal
truth, but it grows steadily harder to hear amid the din of easy, quick answers that
come faster than the question and block it off [. . .] (18). The novelist is neither
historian nor prophet: he is an explorer of existence. (44)

A good novelist must present full, well-realized characters, not representatives of
what the author sees as a single Truth. In his discussion of “round” versus “flat”
characters, E. M. Forster, in his book Aspects of the Novel, quotes a letter from Norman
Douglas to D. H. Lawrence in which Douglas says that novelists may have a

failure to realize the complexities of the ordinary human mind; it selects for

literary purposes two or three facets of a man or woman, generally the most

spectacular, and therefore useful ingredients of their character and disregards all
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the others. Whatever fails to fit in with these specially chosen traits is eliminated-

-must be eliminated, for otherwise the description would not hold water. (70)

Annie was to have several appealing facets, including righteous action and
uninhibited speech. Such slight defining characteristics did not approach the complexity
of an ordinary person. The characters of Annie and Will and Honor could not be all good
or all bad, however much it would serve my purposes.

Even assuming she has a right to speak up, the Annie character needs significant
flaws; no one will believe that a teenager consistently knows all the right things to say,
and she will not be very interesting if she does. Her uncle Will has to be more than a
family tyrant; Annie would never visit him if she knew him in that way. Further, he
would not have garnered the community’s acceptance if dictatorial behavior were all he
showed of himself. But perhaps most critical to the success of the novel, the uncle must
only gradually reveal himself as a man of hubris.

Not all of the questions of how Annie and her voice would survive--and more
importantly, how Annie’s voice would survive--were answered in the plotting of the
novel. Many more questions arose--and occasionally some answers--as the story
developed from its point of inspiration. For instance, for the purposes of creating a
believable situation similar to that of the original Antigone, Annie mourns a lover rather
than a brother. No fitting situation in which a sister would not be allowed to grieve a
brother came to mind; however, in a climate of occasional violence and racial divisions, it
might be likely that an adult would prevent a young woman from going to a potentially
dangerous social event. A consequence of this alteration is that this sibling love that is so
compelling in the original play is lost.
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“My whole body aches for him,” Annie said, her eyes closed. “IfI ache this
powerfully for much longer, I’'m going to bring him back to life.”

A little ways down the road, she sighed. “His dad used to treat me like the queen
of the world, you know? How could he think I was so bad all of a sudden?”

Sometimes people don’t really want answers to their questions. Maybe I still

can’t judge that well, but she didn’t demand any words of making it all better from me.

“Let’s go back. Just for a few minutes.”

“Oh, Annie--*

”Just a few more minutes without anyone around, please.” By now the sun had
fallen

I drove the car up the hill to the cemetery and parked next to the black iron fence
surrounding the gravesite. She had wanted to be alone one more time with Carlos, but
Carlos’ father, and a small woman wearing a coat with the hem a foot shorter than her
dress, and three other men, one with his guitar, stood around the long mound of chewed
up dirt that swallowed the person she’d loved. We could hear their song when I switched
off the ignition. Annie snapped open the car door and walked to the fence, hanging onto
the railing for dear life. I had never heard anything so beautiful as these sad, sweet songs
they sang to Carlos. She closed her eyes and didn’t make a sound, but tears streamed
down her face, and then she looked at the five people standing around mourning the boy.
They might have benefited from her voice, but they didn’t welcome her. I would have

given anything not to have seen this. She slumped against the black fence, the way a
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little girl hangs onto the bar on the playground when she’s too tired to turn flips, upright
only because she was clutching the top rail.

She returned to the car, and still she had more tears. Then she stopped, and
between sniffling, said, “This is what I want.” She took a deep breath. “People who might
sing that song after you were gone. That’s what missing, you know? That and Carlos I
mean. Carlos who of course has gone now, t00.” She said all this with great gestures of

her hands, as if anyone could understand it if they just tried.

SHE DID NOT appear in school the next day, and when I called from home, she
said she was too tired. I had to ask her if Will did anything, what he said, when he
figured out she’d gone.

“Oh--he’s saying he’s sending me out of here.”

“You’re going to Phoenix?”

“Um, Phoenix? No. Mom doesn’t think that’s a good idea. Maybe my
grandma’s.”

“When?”

“When he gets back.”

“Where is he?”

“He’s had some meetings. Some dinners, talks he needs to give or something. So
he can get elected.”

“Aren’t you coming back to school?”

“Yes. For a week or so maybe. I was just too tired today.”
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The next afternoon after school, I walked over to see her. Deirdre let me in.
Annie’s curtains were pulled shut, and the light out. She huddled on the bed and pulled
the pink covers up to her chin, even though she was fully dressed. Outside it was
February, and cold, and snowing half the time.

“Sometimes I think I should go out to the gravesite and push the snow off, but the
snow probably looks nice, and maybe there’ll be some flowers. You know, when it gets
warmer.”

“You ought to get out of bed, don’t you think?”

“Deirdre’s not making me. She’s kinda letting me do whatever. Giving me some
of those Zolofts so I don’t get to feeling bad.”

“Jeez, Annie.”

“Oh, Will said I should have him.” She rubbed her face. “Deirdre knows exactly
what kind of pillows to buy--not too stiff, not too floppy--and you could bunch ‘em up
and your eyes just get heavy. You know what? I think I have mono.”

“Oh, Annie. You just miss Carlos. That’s all.”

“Maybe.”

“You’re gonna have to at least walk around. Your legs will atrophy.”

She studied me. “Things are not so good,” she said.

A WEEK PASSED and still Annie did not get out of bed, even to go downstairs
and eat. Deirdre let her get away with this for a while, taking her meals to her room.
Mom called Annie once and asked her if she wanted to come in and work just a few
hours, but she declined. It didn’t help that Will would tell her, each time he returned to
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town, that he would be soon talking to her mom about sending her on her way. Even if
Annie couldn’t see, it became clear to me that Will didn’t know what he planned to do, or
he would have already done it. It was just his way of keeping her under some kind of
fear since she’d been so fearless that day. So she escaped punishment, but the way he
convinced her she could be shipped out any minute didn’t help her get out of bed and
back to school

Weeks passed. I would go over to see her, and take her homework, and by then
she’d at least go downstairs and snack around, or watch television if Will was out of
town, but she didn’t leave the house, and quite a bit of the time she crawled into that bed
and did nothing.

When the music teacher, Miss Tate, asked about her one afternoon as I picked up
her assignments, I took the opportunity to confess.

“She’s just laying around, doing nothing, and they’re not making her do
anything.”

Miss Tate agreed to come over with me that aftemoon. I thought about calling
Annie and warning her, and then didn’t. Miss Tate had pressed about Carlos--what
exactly happened--and I didn’t want to talk about it. But she asked forthrightly, and you
couldn’t help but be impressed.

Annie didn’t necessarily trust her at first, walking in, the first time I think
somebody from a school had ever walked into where she lived. But she did tell her all
about Carlos, in a way that said dare ya. Try to tell me I shouldn’t be sad

“You’re a lucky girl. I heard about his paintings. I heard about his teacher, too.
She really wanted him to finish school.”
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“They never had an affair. She just tried to get him some college scholarships.
She had a boyfriend, and both of them tried to help him.”

Miss Tate helped herself to one of Annie’s CD, and put in the player.

“That’s a crying song,” Annie said.

“A cryin’ song?”

“When I write songs I’m not going to write such stupid ones. The radio’s gone
downhill. Well, it was always bad, but nothing good is coming out.”

Miss Tate nodded.

“So how long are you going to sleep?”

“I think I just have mono and they missed it. They gave me some drugs, so they
know something’s wrong. They’re not exact about my diagnosis, but these are like real
meds.”

“I can see why you’d be so sad, Annie.”

“I’m sick. There’s something wrong with me.”

“Well, you’re depressed. But you ought to know you’re wasting time. You can’t
finish school this way, and it’s a shame ‘cause you’re a real good singer, and you could
have a career.”

“Tam? You think so?” Annie asked, interested in something for the first time in
weeks.

“You know you’re a good singer, right?”” Miss Tate asked.

“I guess so.”

Miss Tate suggested she get dressed and we all go for a spin.
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We drove out in the country, listening to Four Non Blondes and their Trying to
get up that great big hill of hope on the radio. We drove all the way out to where there
wasn’t ground or sky, just one big globe of white. The snow on the ground was so glassy
it looked like you could ice skate across the top, skate for miles, even though plowed
fields and not water lay underneath. You couldn’t make out a line between the white of
the ground and the white of the sky, except the sky was a little less sparkly.

“Can you slow down?” Annie asked. “Yeah, stop here.”

A fence tried to slump itself out of the ground here and there, but she found a
place where the fence was down, and even the farmhouses and barns had disappeared.
She tromped across the snow and for no reason crossed the sunken fence and kept
walking until we saw her surrounded in white, pure white. Snow gathered in rings
around her ankles.. She dropped down onto the ground onto her knees, ruining the
surface of the snow. I started to get out, to go stop her from doing anything strange, but
Miss Tate held me back. Annie’s gloveless hands looked cold when she rubbed her
wrists together. I knew that in doing so, she meshed the spiky blue barbed wire
surrounding them, protecting her. It must have been God she tried to hear, like she’d talk
about sometimes. She buried her hands into the cold, as if they would come up bare of the
tattoes. She stretched her arms as far apart as they would go, her hands fisted, not
Christlike but like some mean prisoner, defying that silent sky. At least as far as I could
see, the angels didn’t show up and the visions didn’t. Somehow her wrists--her little
slave bracelets disguised as protection--were as far away from each other as they could
possibly be. She laid down in the snow, exhausted from the action. Then she turned
around, looked at us. She headed back to Miss Tate’s car.
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“Just needed to feel cold for a minute,” she explained, and slammed the car door.
I turned to see how she was doing. The hazy light shone on her wrists, and they were
there still, but mere colorless, plucked daisy chains now, in need of spring.

Will was at the house when we got back, and he nodded at me when we walked
into the den.

“How’re your folks, Honor?” he asked, and I knew then that they somehow scared
him, even though he knew they were not anyone, not compared to him, in town. My
mom and my dad did not so much scare him, that is, but the idea that people out there

might be willing to come tell him he was wrong.
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Chapter Thirteen

Although he threatens to punish Annie for attending the funeral, Will is indecisive
and takes no action. (In this he is indecisive like Creon, but not as quick-acting.) In a
great departure from the play, weeks pass after the forbidden funeral. During the months
following Carlos’ death, Annie grieves and refuses to admit that she is pregnant. Her
uncle’s answer to the problem, one that he believes will solve the problem of his image,
as well as his son’s and daughter-in-law’s condition of infertility, would be that Annie
would go live with her grandmother, give birth, and turn the baby over to her cousin.

For a while, Annie goes along with the plan, but facing her cousin Joseph,
realizes she has no intention of giving up the child, and she returns to Prairie Valley.
Annie makes a general nuisance of herself to Will, dancing in public while pregnant and
flaunting her conflict with him. The defiance is now open, but rather than fighting her,
Will becomes resigned to not being able to control his niece. When the baby is born, it is
Deirdre and Honor who are with Annie, and not the doctor, her uncle. Will is no more
supportive of Annie in the hospital than before the birth, and Honor’s patience with him--
or fear of having an opinion of him--begins to fade. She must finally stand up to him. In
turn, Annie must begin to learn how to nurture her newborn, an act that does not come
easily, and might not take place at all without the support of Honor, Deirdre, and Honor’s

mother.
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Chapter Thirteen

We had changed from the inside out, all of us, during Deirdre’s little sermon, but
it took standing up to realize how much. No one spoke. Helen Weidenheimer had
played a quick hymn on the piano, quit with a flourish, and leaped from her seat, darting
back into the choir room. We filed out abruptly, as if ordered to leave instead of just
having had a benediction prayed over us. The absence of the last-minute piano exposed
the sound of everyone silently shuffling out. In the parking lot, standing there by our car
waiting for my folks to catch up, I knew everyone walking by had the answer to my one
question: “Could she have been right?”” But I didn’t ask. Deirdre shouldn’t have said
what she said; she shouldn’t have stood right up there--never, never has anyone ever
acted like that in church that I knew of. What if everyone just stood up in church when
they didn’t like something? It wouldn’t be church anymore--more like some kind of
cattle auction.

Even though it might somehow place me in trouble, I wanted to go home and hear
what my mom and dad had to say about the situation. I leaned against our junker car and
tapped my feet around while waiting for them, looking for Annie, partly so I could avoid
her. Anyone might think that I’d known about this, as much as they associated me with
this family anymore. And I’d be judged by the company I’d kept. No one talked to me,
or each other--even in the parking lot, parishioners seemed hesitant to chat, as if that

would give their amusement or disgust away. And no one talked to me. No doubt the
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phone lines would burn up later, but for now an odd quiet surrounded the church, with
those you might expect to comment scattered all around not talking.

Annie waved and walked up to me, shoulders straight and belly out, as if nothing
had happened.

“C’mon home with me,” she said.

“Oh, I don’t know,” I said. I was not up to an afternoon of weirdness while Will
fought it out with his wife and niece. Sometimes their house meant no more than gloom
and doom to me anymore. But Annie didn’t seem to think there might be any reason
why her invitation might be less than appealing.

“What she did was--*“ I couldn’t think of the words, because I had wanted to do as
much a number of times lately, and I wanted so badly to be like Annie and even Deirdre,
to be able to just stand up and say what I felt, to have it all on the tip of my tongue. “I
don’t know. People will make her pay for this, you know.”

“Whatever. Listen, Deirdre’s going to take me to stores this afternoon in Wichita
to buy baby stuff. You better go help us. Make sure Deirdre doesn’t force anything gross
on me, something no baby should have to live with. You should see some of the stuff
she’s already brought home from garage sales.”

“What about Will?” I asked, shocked, after all this time, that she didn’t even think
of him, what it would be like to be at her place even for a minute.

She shrugged. “If he’s going to bother you, we’ll come pick you up. You know,”
she said, leaning towards me, “it’s no secret he has a fake religion.”

I frowned.
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“God doesn’t want us to put up with people like Will, slamming him all the time,”
she said.

As usual, she had covered all the bases, without really acknowledging any of
them.

So the two, Deirdre and Annie, came by to pick me up. My mom and dad hadn’t
said much, but they left me with the feeling that they planned to do their talking after they
were alone. Deirdre drove Annie and me to Wichita, and now neither of them acted as if
anything out of the ordinary had happened. In a whirl of unfamiliar but inviting stores
she bought Annie a crib and a dresser and stacks of tiny blankets. For once Deirdre’s
purchases delighted Annie, and she walked around the shops almost on tiptoe in her
happiness, balancing well the anonymous, kicking baby underneath her shirt. When she
seemed oblivious to the impending childbirth, I often thought she wasn’t dealing with it;
when she appeared so happy, I tended to think she had no idea how much work she had in
front of her, how much of being a teenager she was about to lose. My life hardly could be
considered exciting and full of thrills, but that didn’t stop the sense that everything would
be over if I got pregnant. A baby? I had taken care of my littlest brother; they weren’t
complete mysteries, but they were wonderful to hold and stare at and horrible to care for
over and over.

Deirdre guided Annie through what she should buy--telling her what would be
practical and what they were buying just because it was too cute. I certainly didn’t know
(and didn’t ask) how she knew what Annie would need. Some outfits costs thirty dollars
and more and Deirdre thought nothing about getting out her credit card; it didn’t seem
like you got enough fabric to even justify that. (Annie had told me her mother still
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wouldn’t talk with her about it much, but that she had shipped some sleep-n’plays and a
thermometer, and said in a note that these, with some diapers, would be all she really
needed. )

On our way back from Wichita, Annie clutched the sides of her car seat.

“What is it?”” Deirdre asked, almost angrily.

“This hurts!’ Annie said.

I felt fear all over, and not just because of the terror, for once, in Annie’s voice,
but because of the pain I’d always suspected childbirth brought. She had not taiked about
it, and I hadn’t wanted to ask, for fear I’d scare her as much I was scared for her. I hadn’t
asked anyone if women could still die having babies like in the pioneer days, but it
crossed my mind, and it seemed like it must still happen as shocking as the procedure still
had to be.

Deirdre pulled over on the highway, and made a U-turn so that we were going
back to Wichita; she stepped on the gas. She looked at her watch.

“Honor,” Deirdre said to me, “Reach into my purse and get out the phone. Call
Dr. Hayes--the number’s in my book. Tell her we’re coming into Wesley.”

“I deserve this,” Annie said. “I know, I know. I should have given it to Matt.
Just handed it over and said, Hey, it’s your kid now. Jesus.”

“Okay, Annie, shut up,” Deirdre said, and then slightly softened her voice and
kept moving that SUV down the road. “Right now the important thing is that you’re the
mother and you’re having a baby.”

“And Will and my mom were right,” Annie added, more quietly. Then, “Ow.
Fuck.”
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“No,” I said. No to her sudden beliefs, no to her pain. She must have wanted
some last-minute clearance before she arrived at the hospital. “It’s going to be yours.”

You’d have thought Deirdre did this every day of her life as smooth as she pulled
into the emergency room parking lot and swung into a small space.

“Hello, Walker Texas Ranger,” Annie said, but she strained saying so, and the
pain hadn’t left her.

I’d never liked Deirdre much, but then she hadn’t seemed so reliable before . The
second the nurses saw Annie’s belly, they swung into action. Coming from around the
emergency room desk, a nurse eased her into a wheelchair, and seeing her in that made
the possibilities loom even worse than I’d imagined. She’d stopped wavering about her
decision, and seemed to have moved into some sort of trance of fear and disbelief and
resignation.

“Is it going to be okay?”’ I whispered to Deirdre as we trailed the nurse wheeling
her to the elevator.

“Yep,” Deirdre said.

Annie was only eight months along. That week we were supposed to start
Lamaze classes together--she had chosen me to be there in the room when she had the
baby, and not Will, who while a doctor, bugged her on the best of days. But now
Deirdre asked if she could go in to the birthing room. She explained in a few seconds
that Annie’s parents weren’t around and that she was her aunt, her closest relative in

town. The nurse showed her where to suit up in the greens.
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It took me a full second, but finally I spoke up and asked if I could, too. The
nurse said, “Let’s just have one person in there if she’s early,” and the truth was I was
relieved.

But Deirdre spoke up, “They’re Lamaze partners.”

And before I could find a denial, the nurse pointed me in the direction where I
could change, too.

“Is this normal?” I asked Deirdre breathlessly while we slid on the hospital garb.
“I mean, is she supposed to be in so much pain so early? Do you think the baby will be
okay?”

“I don’t know,” was all she said.

When we opened the door of the birthing room, Annie was already stretched out
on what looked to me to be an operating table, and she wore a faded gown, something
that looked like my grandma’s worst aprons.

“We’re here,” I said. I rushed to her side.

She looked up at me. “They don’t know what’s going on.”

“You’ve dilated to six centimeters, that’s what’s going on,” one of the nurses
rushing around said.

“Where’s a doctor?” I asked.

“She’s on her way.”

“It still hurts a whole hell of a lot,” Annie complained. “They’ve got to do

something about this.”
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“I imagine it will hurt for quite a while. You ain’t seen nothing yet,” the nurse
said. She had nails that were too long and too shiny and too red, and from then on this
look would sicken me.

Nor did her warning strike me as very comforting for either of us.

“Oh-h-h,” Annie moaned again, loud, and maybe she didn’t even add her usual
dramatic punch to it; maybe she really could barely take it.

I knew I couldn’t. I didn’t want to have kids, not any time soon. Not if it took
this much commotion and measurement and downplaying of pain too hard to bear. I held
her hand, letting her grip mine as if the pain would disperse through me.

The doctor, a short, plump woman with a head of messy brunette curls and ears
full of earrings, rushed in and acted as if the fun (and she did approach it as fun) could
begin now. Everybody but Annie let her calm pervade the room.

One of the nurses gave the doctor the counts: Annie’s blood pressure and the
heartbeat of the baby, which she’d measured with a grey strap like a seatbelt over her
belly.

“Something is wrong. Would you do something?” Annie asked. She could not
have known how terrified she sounded . Now, rather than let the doctor relieve things,
she’d turned this into another battle.

The doctor ignored her, though, talking while she examined her. “What’d you eat
so far today, kiddo?”

“You want me to remember everything I ate today?”

“Some chicken nuggets and crackers,” Deirdre stepped in. “Did you have some
cereal for breakfast? I can’t remember.”
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Did this matter? Didn’t they have more important things to talk about?
“Sweetie, I think we’ll have the best outcome if we get this baby out by cesarean.
”You’re going to cut me open?” Annie shrieked. “Hell fucking no.”

“Annie, that’s it,  mean it. You’re just going to be in more pain if you go into it
this way,” Deirdre, the woman of no opinions, said.

“What do you mean this way?”

“Listen, we don’t have that much time,” Dr. Hayes said. “Your blood pressure is
skyrocketing, and that’s putting you and the baby in danger.”

“Well, it’s just going to be worse if you cut into me.”

“It’s going to be worse if you don’t calm down, first of all. Let’s all take a few
deep breaths before we get going.”

“Annie,” I said. “You’re going to have to have this baby.” This tripped out
suddenly, and it wasn’t until after saying it that I realized in my inward fight for her, we
were both attempting to put this off, and it couldn’t be put off.

The doctor grew firmer. “You can stay awake. We’ll give you an epidural so you
don’t feel a thing. And you and the baby have much greater chances at good health.
Wadya say?”

Annie nodded, her eyes dampened in released fear.

Quickly they had her sit up. They tried to give her a shot in her back, and she
jumped.

“Not on an epidural, don’t jump,” the anesthesiologist complained. “This is your
spine we need to get.”
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“You’re going to have to hold still,” the doctor said more soothingly.

They let her lie down again. They pulled a blue sheet tent over her belly, and
pulled up trays of instruments. It all happened so fast with so many people now rushing
about the room--the doctor, the anesthesiologist, a nurse and a resident--that it began to
sink in that the doctor had sounded sincere about Annie being in danger.

“Are my toes supposed to tingle? Because they’re tingling,” Annie warned.

“Her toes are tingling,” I said, thinking of the knife cut without pain medication.

“They’re supposed to,” the anesthesiologist said.

Annie stared at the ceiling. I know that I couldn’t help but look over to see what
the doctor had going, but when I saw a knife, a real knife, I looked away, back at Annie.

Only minutes passed before Annie said, “I can feel it. I can feel you take out the
baby.”

Not knowing if she really could or not--she hadn’t screamed when they cut into
her, after all--listened for the sound of a live baby.

Then we all heard it. Some little thing was unhappy, and it couldn’t have pleased
the crowd in the room more.

“Welcome to the world,” Dr. Hayes said over the baby’s outburst. “Yes, yes.
There you go.”

“Congrats, Annie. You’re a mom,” Deirdre said and leaned over and kissed her.

Annie looked at me, eyes wide; I thought I’d seen her happy before, but nothing
like this.

“Wow,” I said. “It’s a baby.”

“A baby girl,” the doctor announced. “What’s her name?”
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“Charlotte,” Annie answered immediately, although she’d never admitted to
picking a name before.

I don’t know what they did to her in the meantime, but the baby quieted and
smoothly the nurse, now approvingly, handed the baby to me to show Annie. I couldn’t
hold her tight enough--not enough to assure that nothing bad would ever happen to her,
starting with not falling on the floor.

The infant made spitty noises, and she looked so tiny and wrinkly, and truthfully
not really pretty to look at because of all the wrinkliness. Of course I’d known a toddler
couldn’t fit into Annie’s belly, but still it felt as if I might do anything wrong because she
was of course too fragile.

“Let’s get you stapled up,” the doctor said. “Then you can nurse her a little before
we take her to ICU. She’s a preemie, Annie. Four pounds exactly.”

“Something’s wrong with her?”

“She’s just going to need some time. Remember it’ll be another month before
she’s even as old as a baby usually is when she’s born.”

When they were finished with whatever messy business they had to finish, they
wheeled Annie on the cart into another room. The nurse put the baby up to Annie’s
breast.

You might have thought she’d just be cute and small. Her smallness--she could
have fit into a shoebox if we’d been short on cradles--stunned us. We couldn’t keep her
alive. I knew I should have said something to reassure Annie, but nothing truthful came

to mind.
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“You do want to breastfeed, don’t you? Anyway, you can try it a little now.

Good for bonding, anyway. No, you try it. Just for a few minutes, then we’ll take her
along. There you go. Let her take everything, I mean everything. There you go. See,
you can do it.”

She looked like she wanted to refuse and couldn’t. But Annie also looked like
someone new--wormn out but real. Her hair fell in a close-to-natural blonde around her, a
little greasy from the time she spent in labor. Annie with a baby. The room we were in,
Deirdre and I standing, Annie still on a gurney, must have been some kind of hospital
afterthought, not quite patient’s room, not quite operating room. The curtains had baby’s
foot prints in pastels on them, but they didn’t do much for the green walls. Outside you
could see that it was still daytime, which somehow surprised me; this whole business had
seemed to go on so long, and so momentously, that to think those baby stores might still
be open and fast food places still served up burgers seemed incredible, too normal. A
baby, a person, out of nothing. Out of something, a love, but maybe not a safe love, one
that could keep her going.

If anyone could have seen this, the subdued Annie startled, afraid of what now lay
near her, and this baby that had no idea where she’d just landed, they might have changed
their hearts about anything that say, Annie’s first morning at church, so many ages ago,
had made them think about her. She smiled--not to me, not for anyone, not that 80-watt
thing she could turn on when she wanted. She smiled at this baby, her baby. It’s true that
people are born every day, but to see this Annie and a newly certified human where

before just a pudgy Annie took up space, it didn’t make sense. Not that it wasn’t good,
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but who could believe it? And here she was, the baby that is, counting on Annie for
dinner.

Annie looked up at me; she hadn’t noticed my presence for a long time. “She is
really little,” she said. Not admiration, but fear.

I knew that tomorrow it would be different--that Annie was barely eighteen and
had no job or husband, but right that minute it was amazing.

When one nurse took the baby away, and another wheeled Annie to her room to
sleep, Deirdre and I headed out of the hospital to get something to eat. I stopped, though,
at a payphone, telling Deirdre I’d catch up with her at the Jeep.

I dialed my home phone, and mom answered.

“Mom, I’m in Wichita,” I said, and then, as I began to tell her the story, began to
try to say that Annie had had the baby, I began to weep, and not at how terrible or even
how happy the event had been, but at how unusual, how Godlike it was, when anyone
looking around could see how it was so common.

Mom understood. She gasped when I told her how little Charlotte weighed. She
said she would pray for her, and we ended our call.

Deirdre drove the two of us to some Chinese restaurant. She talked a lot; maybe
as we sat there she confided something that on another day wouldn’t leave me, but right
then she couldn’t say anything that would seem more important than the birth we’d all
experienced hours ago.

After the waiter had cleared our plates, she sat back.
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“You know, Honor, I’'m wondering. Annie’s going to need someone here. And
really, Charlotte will, too, new as this is for Annie. I can’t be hanging out here all day all
the time, and anyway I think Annie would rather you stay around, don’t you?”

She had this way of having you agree with her without even thinking, and I
nodded.

“So what I’m thinking is, why don’t you stay in Wichita? We can set you up at
that motel by the hospital. For food--well, you’d have to eat at restaurants, some junk
food, and I don’t think it’s too bad at the hospital restaurant. We could probably get you
some rolls and things for breakfast, and take you to something decent at night when we
get over here. The doctor said Annie would be in for three days, maybe a few more. And
Charlotte--well, she’ll be in longer but we’ll cross that when we come to it I guess.”

Not that I didn’t care about Annie, but my first thought was how cool it would be
to stay in a motel by myself.

“I’1l ask my folks,” I said. It would have to be my idea. Deirdre’s generosity

wouldn’t matter; they wouldn’t trust anything she said, at least not for a while.

DEIRDRE, WILL AND me stood around her when she woke up early the next
morning.

She looked at us, and hopefully asked, “Where’s Charlotte?”

Deirdre stepped to my side, and said, “Down the hall.”

“Look, Annie. She’s a month premature,” Will explained, as if it were some
doctor’s experiment. “The baby needed to be in the womb another month.”

She looked down at her deflated belly.

137



“Well, she’s gonna live,” Annie said. “The doctor said that.”

Will smiled. “Whatever happens will be God’s choice. It will be for the best,” he
said, squeezed her hand, and left the room.

“The best?” she demanded. Her moments of contrition had ended. She yelled,
“You’re so hateful. You’re Satan.”

But Will didn’t turn to face her anger.

“He was trying to say the right thing and didn’t,” Deirdre said. “It happens. I
know the best is when a baby is born after nine months. And that didn’t happen, kiddo.
I’m sorry, but I’'m sure she’ll be fine in time.”

She cried, this time with sound. I wondered how Deirdre could bear to defend
Will again.

We were quiet for a while. Tears began to roll down her cheeks again.

“Just bring me a joint, Honor,” she whispered. “xx or XX will have one. Just
one, then I’ll quit forever, I promise.”

I stared, then shook my head. It could be arranged of course, at least somewhere
on the grounds outside. In a way, no one deserved it more; no one faced as much as this
kind of wait.

“No, Annie. It’s just pain. You’re just going to have to walk through it. You
could go through it stoned, but eventually you’d have to face it. Might as well now.”

“Oh, come on Honor. Stop being such a perfect person.”

“You know, a party, it’s one thing. I don’t care. I wouldn’t stop you. But you do
this, you take something to take away that kind of pain, you think about that pain when
she’s relying on you, well, that’s when you’re in trouble. You should know that.” This
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last part, this wanting to use her mother as an example, killed me to say, but nothing else
would be so convincing. Saying all this, knowing all this, came as a surprise.

A nurse whisked into a room, this time a guy nurse with a strawberry blonde
beard.

“Okay, up and at ‘em. We’re gonna take a little walk. Just to the bathroom for
now.”

Annie began to sit up obediently, and then cursed. “I’m not ready yet.”

“Oh, it’s going to be like that for a little bit, but if you don’t get up it will be
worse.”

“It’s just what happens after surgery,” Deirdre explained.

“Yeah, when you’ve got a fucking knife wound,” Annie reminded her.

“Well, I’'m going to help you,” the nurse said.

They argued for a bit, and so stubborn was Annie that I was sure she’d get her
way. But the nurse wouldn’t leave.

“You’re going to hate me, Annie, but not as much as if I didn’t make you do this.
Let’s go.”

It tortured her to sit up. I didn’t think I helped in the matter, so I left, walked
down the hall for a cup of coffee.

For a second, or maybe a minute or longer, I stood at the coffee machine, sipping
this awful stuff, thinking in a logical way that it tasted awful but not caring. Then he was

in my face, talking, Will was. I saw his mouth move and his eyes change and my brain

just did not shut on, as if it knew not to bother because nothing he would say would have
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anything to do with the look of compassion on his face, and it wouldn’t have to do with
the real people around him.

“Huh?” I finally asked, figuring that if I agreed with him on whatever he
proposed that I’d sign my life away somehow.

He stood too close to me, leaning over. He stood here in his element, smelling
clean like the hallway, and this might not have been his hospital, but he ruled. Patients
desperate to see doctors with answers for all their questions wouldn’t have cared that
they’d never seen him before. Nurses would have taken nearly any order he gave.

“I said, Honor, it’s you. You can talk to her. Talk her out of this. Matt and Tessa
would be over here in a heartbeat to start loving that baby. They’re ready. They have a
room. She’s got nothing. What’s she got? A suitcase and a crib Deirdre bought her?
You know what the right thing to do was.”

Oh, I knew how much Matt and Tessa would love that baby. Plus, no way would
you pick Annie for a mother; even leaving my dog Betty Jo in her care would have given
me worries. She shouldn’t have gotten pregnant, and she should have made a lot of
provisions before this day. I knew I would have. She should have been, right now,
acting like she’d just been given a gift, or at least a responsibility, one way or the other,
and all she was thinking about was her pain. And even as I knew all this, I knew that she
deserved a chance because she had it in her, still, to be a mom. What took me over the
edge in Annie’s favor? Looking at Will, his you-trust-me-don’t-you smile, the knowing
that he hadn’t provided a home for anyone--not really--and wasn’t trying to find one for
Charlotte now. He wouldn’t strike a bargain with me.

“No,” I said.
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“No? But Honor, you must know. You’re that kind of girl. You know as well as
I do that she can’t raise a kid; she can’t even take care of herself--*

”No.”

“You feel like you’re being loyal to her.”

“No,” I said.

“I think you’ve been spending too much time with her. Do your parents know
how much you’ve changed?”

“I guess I do see things from a different point--*

”You see things the way Annie has made you see them. You’re so easily
manipulated, you should know that.”

Right then I didn’t know why I hated him so much; I only knew I did. 1 knew a
thousand things swarmed my mine, ready to tell him.

“What’s her favorite song?”

“What?” He laughed, backing up, like he feared I’d left his conversation.

“What’s her favorite song? You know, you got someone living with you who
wants to sing. She likes to sing all the time. She likes her favorites. What’s her favorite
song?” Now, to this day I would never admit it was a trick question, that her favorite
song changed from day to day, but I would have taken about anything for an answer.

He shook his head. “When I grew older, I put away childish things. I hope to
God for your poor parents’s sake, that you grow up soon. Put away those childish things.
Or you know what people will be saying about you.”

He swiveled, stormed down the hallway. Hospital hallways. His territory.
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I wondered, not for the first time, how we could be of the same religion--how I
had believed it from Day One--and we believed such different things about being a

human being.

MY MOM AND dad brought flowers to Annie that afternoon. She would not
know the sacrifice this meant--that they had left the restaurant in others’ hands for the
day--but she brightened when they came in.

“How are you getting along?”” Mom asked her.

“Oh, it hurts like, well, it hurts real bad.”

“Don’t I know it. I had a C-section with Trey.”

“Did they make you walk the next day?”

“Oh, yeah,” and then she whispered, “and the nurse was awful--not sympathetic in
the least.”

“That’s the way mine was! And I just want to hold Charlotte.”

They chattered on like this, and for a few seconds it felt uncomfortably as if Annie
had graduated to another place, just by having a baby, and here I stayed in teenager land.
My dad shifted around in the doorway, and he looked over at me and winked. I never
knew if he meant you were in on some kind of secret with him when he did that, or if he
did it out of habit.

Then I heard my mother say that it was no trouble at all for them to drive over
today. “After all, we had to get out of town. Honor’s father got into an argument with

Jerry Blanchat, the newspaper editor.”
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My dad spoke up, “He didn’t think they should run a story on some robberies on
Main Street. He likes to concentrate on the positive news, you know. But your business
owners want to be informed about this stuff.”

“So you told him?” Annie asked, perhaps as surprised as I was that he’d said
anything to anyone.

“More than he needed to, probably. Who knows if it’ll do any good?” my mom
asked.

“Maybe it will precipitate a positive change,” my dad said, in his smooth way that
suggested he meant more than he said.

“Maybe so,” Annie agreed.

“So let’s see that baby,” my mom said.

“She’s down the hall,” Annie said, and looked out the window.

“Well, let’s go see her.”

“You can go. I’m really tired now,” Annie said.

“No, you go with us, too,” my mother insisted.

Annie pulled herself up, resigned to my mother’s instructions, and began to walk,
slowly, with us as we headed off to see Charlotte.

My mother and father tried not to act shocked, you could tell, at her painful walk,
and then didn’t act shocked to see this tiny thing, and they said all the right words, like
she looks like her mom and even my dad argued that she looked like her father, which
stood as a big acknowledgement, in a way.

After their visit, I walked my parents to their car. Mom wasted no time getting
into her real-mother voice.
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“You are going to have to get her looking, talking to that kid, Honor.”

“She did yesterday, after she was born.”

“Well, she sure isn’t today, and that’s got to change. A preemie needs more, not
less, than other babies.”

“I will,” I said, like you might agree to take out the trash or do your homework.

THEY PAID FOR me to stay in the hotel, Deirdre and Will. They drove back to
Prairie Valley. Will had work to do. My mom was spitting mad that neither of them
could stick around, and gladly gave me the time off from work, if only to prove their
fallibility. During the day, we walked through the halls of mothers to be and new
mothers, mostly older, to the I.C.U. All of the women appeared to be in so much pain,
Annie included; she walked hunched over and cussing half the time. I rubbed the baby’s
hands and back with my fingers. Annie wouldn’t at first--she said it was too pathetic--
and I built up an anger at her apparent indifference. When I’d tell her to, finally, she’d
begin the massages in miniature. Eventually we ignored what she was supposed to look
like, and agreed from time to time we saw improvement in her flesh. Annie might have
been thinking of what she should do--keep the baby truly, give her up--but she never said
anything. Back in her room, Annie tried the breast pumps, encouraged by doctors who
told her that her breast milk was especially good now given the prematurity of the baby,
but the pumping annoyed and frustrated her, and it took everyone’s encouragement to
keep her going. At night, when visiting hours were over, I walked over to the hotel,
frightened of not knowing exactly where I was in the world, who might attack me how in
the block, and thrilled that no one knew my name.

144



SEVERAL OF our friends visited a few days later. Nicole and Jenna brought
flowers and candy; the nurses made them wear yellow aprons.

We took them down to the ICU and pointed out Charlotte. They asked a lot of
questions about how she ate and whether we could pick her up very much.

“Are you feeling okay?” Nicole asked with a shrug when we were back in
Annie’s room, and folded her arms against her chest.

“Much better,” she said, looking away from them.

A silence crossed the room.

“Dave and Tiffany have been dating. They went into Wichita the other night to
go to dinner and a movie,” Jenny said.

Annie pulled her eyebrows together, like she had to think even of who Dave and
Tiffany were.

“Sounds serious,” she offered.

“Yeah. Tiffany says she’s not in love but everybody thinks Dave is,” Jenny said.

“Oh,” she said.

“And there was a party at Trevor’s and Taylor and Mark got into a big fight.
Taylor had to go to the hospital.”

“Really?” she asked, but she didn’t care about these news items anymore, if she
ever really had.

I think it annoyed them that Annie barely cared. I think that’s why Nicole said
next, “Well, my mom says it’s probably for the best if she doesn’t live. You know, your

age and all.”
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Annie began to say something, but for once I stepped in. “She’s a baby. Alive.
And she’s going to live. She’s just a little premature, is all.”

But if they were going to be angry at me, it got lost promptly. Annie sat up, in
pain or not. She told them, “This isn’t some kind of soap opera! This isn’t a T.V. show.
I’m a real mother with a real baby that I’m trying to get to live. You want to visit a show
go somewhere else.”

They looked at me like I might calm her down, like I might say it’s okay for them
to not care one way or the other whether Charlotte came through okay. They looked so
scared. For a moment it was all I could do not to laugh, not at their fear but at the way
some kind of courage or stupidity had taken over Deirdre, and me, and Annie.
Somewhere along the way even I had stopped caring what people thought, and maybe
this came from spending too much time with Annie, but it felt like a choice I’d made into
this other realm, where we lived apart but with these people who took pleasure in others’
miseries and worshipped neighbors like Will, who had nothing like love inside of him.
These people should be thinking we’re nice and strong and people who thought about
what God wanted, not somebody like Will.

When they left, Annie said, “They better not come here again.”

“Charlotte is getting better,” I added.

“Charlotte’s going to be fine,” Annie said. “Let’s go see her.”

Maybe she hadn’t believed that she was a mother until she had claimed the title
for herself in front of our classmates, or maybe she believed it now to spite them. At any
rate, where she had visited Charlotte out of duty before, she walked like a trooper to the
infant ICU, said hello to the nurse on duty, and began stroking Charlotte with two fingers.
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Only this time she made cooing noises--cooing noises!--and I swear that that tiny,
premature infant gathered all her strength and turned towards her voice as so many of us
had in the auditorium. In spite of herself, Annie let slip a smile over something as deep
as this. She looked up at me.

“I’m scared. Bad things happen when I say this is mine,” she confessed quietly.

Truly afraid myself, afraid that she’d lose this, the words rushed out: “You have
to. Bad things will happen if you just hang on, if you don’t call her yours. She needs you
to say she’s yours.”

Sometimes I don’t say things because I’m afraid I’1l be wrong, but this time I
knew for sure that I was right. I don’t know how I knew, but [ was certain that for once I

was right.

ONE MORNING, VERY early, Deirdre called me at the hotel. I was afraid I’d
overslept.

“Honor? I have some news for you. Will shot somebody last night.”

My first thought was that this was her idea of a joke, or if not a joke, that she’d
gone off the deep end entirely, and now was fabricating entire lives. Either situation
made it uncomfortable for me.

“Oh,” I said.

“Honor, I tell you, he went out and shot some kid.” Her own disbelief made it
easier to grasp.

“Why?” I’d question her into the truth. You’d think it wouldn’t be so easy to

picture, this doctor who we all had trusted with our lives trying to end someone’s. But as

147



she told me what happened, I could see it. He’d grown agitated because Deirdre wasn’t
around, as he did. She had embarrassed him Sunday, no matter how much he’d stood up
to her, and the news was spreading around town. He’d made a snack, practiced his golf
swing, talked to Tom about some impending campaign problem. Maybe Will had even
gone downtown to talk to people--no, he definitely would have gone downtown to talk to
people. But it would have been evening, with only the late restaurant eaters and the bar
crowd on Main. Then he sees Lloyd, maybe with her, Deirdre, in a parked car.
(Deirdre’s first version on the phone: “I have this very special friend, Lloyd. .. .”)
Deirdre, who he gave up a whole family for, the one who had understood him, had loved
him like no other. He goes home, thinking he’s just going home, but he gets there and it
occurs to him that, if he wants, he does have a gun, and he thinks no big deal, really.
(Deirdre quotes him on the phone: “He figures he’ll just scare him.”). So he takes it back
to Main Street, and he’s still not thinking he’s actually going to kill him; he wants to
show him the gun, the force behind it, let this scum kid hanging around town know, and
watch his face when he sees it. But he gets down there, and there’s nothing worth saving.
He shoots.

This all passed through my head as if I’d been there myself. Maybe I had Carlos’
death on the brain, and it overlapped with Lloyd’s shooting. How easy it was for those
metal pieces my dad used to hunt pheasant turn into human killing machines. Or maybe
by then I understood too much about Will.

“He found out we had something going on, Lloyd and me. It wasn’t any big
thing. Just a romp in the hay occasionally.” She was telling me more, as if I were
questioning her. Did she not have any friends to talk to?
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No big deal--a romp in the hay, as if romps don’t make spouses too mad usually.

I had never heard her talk this way, and for a second I asked myself if this really sounded
like her, or was Annie doing another dead-on imitation.

“Why would he do that?”

“To tell you the truth, it surprised even me. I have to tell you that. Anyway, the
good news is, Will’s a lousy shot. Or smart. He got him in the shoulder, and it looks like
he’s going to live, probably. He’s in Wesley, too, on another floor from Annie. But I
don’t think we’ll be going to visit him or anything.”

Out there in that hospital somehow, two lives hung on wires, literally, then.

“Is Will. . . injail?” I felt guilty, somehow, for even asking.

“Yes. For today, anyway. We shouldn’t have to worry much if Lloyd lives.”

Three thoughts would hit me at once with each thing she said. For instance: Does
she love Lloyd, and wish she could come visit him? Would Will really be okay? Where
would Annie live? Also it occurred to me that his life--at least his life as someone
running under a decency banner--had changed permanently, even if this guy lived.

Maybe that would make things better somehow, though I didn’t know why.

ANNIE STILL WALKED GINGERLY, a stiff kind of walk that might make any
woman rethink whether she wanted to be a mother. She had dressed completely for the
first day since her admission, and they’d told her she might get out in a day or two.

“I’ve got something to tell you,” I said as we walked the halls for her exercise.
The amount of noise surprised me--nurse signals, elevator bells, rolling wheelchairs.

Deirdre had left it up to me, saying I would know the right moment since I’d been
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spending so much time with her. Before, it had only seemed like more interesting gossip
to pass along, more justification for her belief, and mine, that her uncle was nuts, but
now, where people freshly entered the world, nearly wearing out grateful mothers and
frightening fathers (I’d seen them, too), it was as if the bullet still spun dangerously, if
more slowly, through the world, violating all of us if not so lethally as its first victim.

“Shoot.”

“Your uncle, he shot somebody. Lloyd. I don’t even know him, really. He and
Deirdre, well, I guess they were sneaking around or something.”

“What?” She stopped in her wide tracks. “You are kidding me, Honor.”

“No, I’m not.”

“You mean shot, like with a fucking gun?”’

“Yeah.” For the first time I wondered why I had pictured a hunting rifle, like my
dad owned, when more likely he used a smaller handgun.

“He shot him dead?”

“No--that’s the good part. Lloyd’s apparently hanging in there.”

“You are fucking kidding.”

“No, I’'m not.” I didn’t know what I’d expected from her--maybe that she would
laugh. But her face turned grim, not with her knowing anger, but with sickness. She
shook her head, and slowly began walking again.

“I hope Deirdre’s helping him, you know? That she’s not so caught up with this
guy that she’s just leaving Will.”

Her reaction puzzled me.
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“I should get out of here. They don’t think she should leave for a while, but we
really should get back, help out Will.”

I might have felt this way about my father, but Annie, I had never believed, felt
anything for Will close to what I felt for my father.

“Who else does he have?” she asked.

From then on, we gradually began to leave the nontime of the hospital even as we
spent our hours in it. Neither one of us kept track of the days up until then, but now

Annie began to pester the doctors about when she could bring the baby home.

ANNIE AND I stayed on in Wichita for another three weeks. When she moved
out of the hospital, she moved over with me to the motel, and we walked back and forth
so that Annie could nurse and massage Charlotte. We spent a lot of time watching T.V.
Annie tried breast pumping, and Deirdre brought us magazines and books and a Scrabble
game. Annie’s mother started calling to ask about Charlotte and Will, and gradually
Annie could take the calls and finish them without cursing. I thought maybe they were
working things out, so that when we got Charlotte out of the hospital they’d be ready for
Annie to take her to Phoenix. We never talked about what Annie planned to do, and we
never talked about how the summer was passing by and I had hardly talked about college

at all.
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Chapter Fourteen

Annie, painfully and gradually, is beginning to learn how to nurture a child, and in
turn herself. She has not escaped tragedy completely, having suffered the loss of Carlos.
However, the fate of Antigone is reversed, as Annie survives and maintains her
fearlessness in speaking (and singing) while taking steps towards a gentler life. As she
always promised, Annie leaves town, setting out for Nashville as a teenaged mother. Old
friends have agreed to travel with her and set up a home.

The focus shifts to Honor. Honor finds Annie’s absence painful, but hears her
from time to time on the radio, a voice that not only survived but survived to face a larger
audience. A time leap takes place, and we find Honor helping to “bury the dead” --that
is, she nurses the remaining elderly population as she watches the town slowly fade away.
She no longer denies the community’s inconsistencies, nor does she stay silent when she
witnesses them. Annie may have been willful and careless, but her actions altered the
course of Honor’s life. We see then the effects of Annie’s defiance, a great departure
from the play “Antigone,” in which the action ends once Creon discovers he has lost his
family. We never know from that play what might have happened afterwards: Did the
community take into consideration their sometimes opposing views? Did they demand a
greater participation, with more people considered citizens? Annie Rose ends with an
affirmation that Annie indeed changed the course of events, exposing the faults of the

town, but also setting a trail for those who wished to defy its hypocrisies.
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Chapter Fourteen

“I guess I’m about ready to head on to Nashville,” Annie said.

We were at the big white house, in the den. I looked back at my college
application and loan form. They didn’t want to know much about me, after all my worry.
Anyone could get into college for at least a semester in Kansas. I chalked her comment
up to sleep-deprivation--induced delirium, as I had the other times she’d mentioned it
lately, and wrote down the figures from my parents’ income tax statements they’d given
me. The thing not to do when you had a baby would be head yourself off to a city with
no means of support and no education.

“You could go to college for a year. That will be hard enough,” I advised. Since
we indulged in so many naps taking turns with Deirdre getting up with the baby, we
hardly ever even saw each other, and neither of us made much sense when we did. We
watched talk shows, and soap operas, and CNN late at night, as if they equaled
companionship for us, but they truly only contributed to the blur at the end of July and
beginning of August. Charlotte began to fill out and look pretty, not so wrinkly, but as
Deirdre would say with a laugh when she cried, “What strong lungs you’re developing!”

“No, listen,” Annie said, and because even she had become so worn out, she did
not sound as convincing as she might have before. “It doesn’t matter where I go. I'm a
high school drop-out with a baby. That will be hard anywhere, but there must be drop-

outs in Nashville. They survive.”
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Technically, she could no longer call herself a drop-out; she had completed a
GED, but she didn’t consider that as much of an achievement as high school. She didn’t
understand that good, hard-working and talented people could fail, that she had time to
wait until such a move would be risky and not just stupid. I started to argue with her, to
tell her that in fact striking out with this eating-and-crying machine might trip her whole
career up before she’d started, but sleep-deprived also, I lost focus, and wondered what
Deirdre would be fixing us for lunch.

“Why don’t you come with me?” she asked. “Please? They have college there.”

“Out-of-state tuition, Annie? Thousands of dollars? Jeez.” Maybe she exhausted
me as much as Charlotte.

“Carlos wouldn’t want me to wait around. We should have taken off the minute
we talked about leaving,” she said.

Nothing mattered after she mentioned Carlos, which she did to end any argument.
I tried to be forgiving of this; I knew him and knew his goodness and saw him shot, but
Annie loved him deeply, no matter what anyone tried to say. And you couldn’t argue
with that.

“Wait a year,” I said, and sighed. “Work at my folks’ restaurant while I’m gone.
That’d work out for everybody. You could save money, they wouldn’t have to take a
chance on hiring some lazy person. You’d have this house to live in. . . .” She could
replace me, and do us all a favor.

She cocked her head, puzzled, like a puppy hearing a strange noise. “I’m not

you.
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In some way, we’d taken possession of the house. Or Charlotte had, and we had
to help her. Will sat in jail, although a group of people in the community was trying to
raise enough money for his bail, according to Deirdre. Once I wondered who all might
get that privilege around town, but it depressed me too much to think about how quickly
funds could be raised for a near-killer doctor and how other things in Prairie Valley went
wanting. Deirdre talked once about moving some place, maybe to Wichita, but we could
not get her to say anything more about that or the injured guy, Lloyd, who now walked
around town telling his story over and over to anyone who would listen. And Matt and
Tessa, who had so expected Charlotte to be theirs, never came around, even when they
visited Will in jail. When Annie got tired and said “You do it,” when one of us told her
the baby needed changing or rocking, I’d think she would surely give up that baby to
them then, or at least when Deirdre or I weren’t around to help her, but in some moments
I saw that she already needed Charlotte. We didn’t go to church. Fall--notebooks and
dorm supplies I might need, people who might not be friendly to some kid from the

country--stared down at me, knowing it would have me before long.

ONE DAY ANNIE and I drove downtown, with Charlotte strapped into her
babyseat in the back. Annie parked in front of the drugstore.

I reminded her, as I always did of things, as if she’d run off and we only had a
certain amount of time to tell her everything she’d need to know, that she could never
leave a baby alone in a car, even for a few minutes, even in Prairie Valley.

She made a face. “I know that. Can’t you wait here for a minute with her?”
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After she left, I realized that somewhere near this very spot, next to the pool hall,
Lioyd Pell had been sitting in his truck with Deirdre when Will shot him. Instinctively I
turned to see if anyone, anyone fierce or even unfriendly, stood behind the car, but of
course, no. Still, the place--the place of the drugstore window dressing and the tinted
glass of the poolhall and the flowers for all occasions in the window of the flowershop
and the cement of the sidewalk, where I knew every crack and etched initials; the air so
heavy with hot moisture today--it all had cleared in my mind. I wanted it back, the way
I’d believed I knew where bad shit happened and why. I wanted to believe nice was best,
and that I knew nice.

When Annie returned, I told her, quietly, as if Charlotte might understand, “I got
the creepiest feeling sitting here. It’s where Will shot Lloyd.”

Sometimes I didn’t know what she thought about that. I think if she’d had money
she would have contributed to his get-out-of-jail-free card.

She got a funny expression on her face--maybe angry, maybe confused--and
began backing out of the parking place. We drove down Main Street, took the turn to the
big white house, but then she passed it.

“You know,” she almost whispered over the car engine, “Sometimes I think
nothing would ever have happened if [ hadn’t moved here.”

“What?” I asked, and it surprised me that she had thought about such a thing, as
much as what she believed about it. “What do you mean?”

“Well, if I hadn’t come here and fallen in love with Carlos, he’d still be alive, and
if I hadn’t made Will so mad, he’d still be running for senate now instead of sitting in jail.
Right?” She didn’t sob, but tears streamed down her cheeks, and she drove on like people

156



cry as often as they breathe. “Will’s not such a great guy, but he’s worked real hard for
stuff.”

But I’d thought about this, so I was ready. “No.” And maybe what she said held
some truth in a way, but I didn’t think she really deserved to think she was guilty of two
shootings, when it came down to it. “Will is responsible, and Grace at her salon, and all
the people in town who could have noticed their old white town is gone, never was, and
that it’s a good thing. And most of all Mark is responsible for that shooting, for hating
people so much and loving his hat so much. You might have made a mistake, but you
were choosing love when you took him there. You didn’t want him to die there, did you?
We were leaving when we saw there was trouble, weren’t we?”

I kept talking like she might not see my point if I shut up. “And Will, well, he
was a problem. Idon’t know if Lloyd would have been shot if all this other stuff hadn’t
happened, but you know, you were out of town, out of his hair that week anyway.
Probably Deirdre’s been cheating for a long time--I really have no idea--and that’s how
he would have acted no matter what. He’d lost nearly everything for her; I don’t think he
could have given her up easily. And not that Lloyd cares about this or anything, but what
if somebody like Will became your senator? I don’t know much about politics, but I’'m
not with everybody on this, that it’s some mistake a good guy made. I mean, you should
forgive people and all that, I believe that, but I don’t think. . .I don’t think he’s deep down
a good guy. He wants people to think he knows more. He makes people believe he’s
some great man who knows the whole Bible and is better than they are at following it.

And it’s just whatever makes him look good. So he can shoot people, I guess, and then
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it’s okay, well, we all understand ‘cause Deirdre was such a tramp or something. You
know?”

She didn’t say anything for a while, but she turned around before we headed into
another town completely. “You may be right,” she said finally.

Maybe she needed to see him to test my opinion. At the end of that week, she
announced that she was going to take Charlotte and show her to Will.

“Go with me?” she asked me.

I looked away and shook my head. “A germy jail isn’t any place for a baby. Let
me keep Charlotte”

“It’1l just be for a minute.”

But when she came back, I wanted to hear everything. See what he had to say for
himself.

“Well,” she started with seriousness, and then laughed. “He was in this stupid
looking orange jumpsuit.”

We both giggled, imagining that picture.

“He said the food was bad. That Ed couldn’t cook worth a damn. He agreed with
you that the place was too germy for Charlotte, didn’t even look at her. So I said, well,
hey, you’re her great-uncle and he didn’t like that because it made him sound too old.
She’s really getting pretty, you know, but he hardly even looked at her.

“He said he thought he was close to making bail, that he didn’t think it was fair
that it was so high. He has his Bible sitting there, and I asked him if he’d been reading it.
I was thinking about what you said, wanted to see if he really read it. He goes, No, then

he starts rambling about how God knows the truth, even when other people are too mad at
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you or not mad enough. I don’t know. It’s like all of a sudden he’s mad that people are
too nice to him, but still he doesn’t care that he shot somebody.”

I knew this would puzzle me for a long time, and it did.

Annie said, out of nowhere, “Well. I decided to call my mom and see if she
wanted to go to Nashville. It wouldn’t be that much fun living with her, but maybe you
were right about needing help and everything.”

That night when we ate dinner Annie told Deirdre a little about her visit, and
Deirdre nodded. She didn’t seem that much interested.

“I just want you to know,” she said, “I’ll probably be leaving. After everything.
There’s no rush. You decide what you need to do. But Lloyd and I, we’re getting
married.”

“Oh! Congratulations!” Annie exclaimed, as if some twenty-eight-year-old
(twenty-eight always seemed like the perfect year to get married, to me) had announced
her engagement.

A little smile flitted over Deirdre’s face. “Scary.”

“You love him?” Annie asked.

Deirdre didn’t say anything for a while. Then, “Of course it sounds strange, but I
do. So maybe we should just end it here. I already know what he does that will drive me
crazy if we’re in the same house. Maybe I should strike out on my own, see what the
world has to offer a middle-aged broad. Idon’t know. My first marriage, I just wanted to
get out of the house, and you know what happened to that.”

“What?” Annie pleaded.
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“Out of the frying pan and into the fire, as they say, except then I had to worry
about the electricity and rent. He sure wasn’t going to do it. But that’s only part of the
story. Then this--* She glanced around. Maybe the photos and fancy couch answered her
own secret question. “I really did think this was love, too. Ireally did.”

We didn’t question her, didn’t press for more. But we wanted to.

WILL RENTED A tiny house near downtown when they bailed him out.
Probably they didn’t even make him pay rent, so in love with him were the right people
in town, more than ever before. Deirdre had said maybe she’d have to hurry out if he had
to have the house back, but she stuck around, and Lloyd began to pop in from time to
time. No one lived like we did in town, planning moves, eating at any odd hours, talking
to each other on regular days about anything in the world, guns and peace and love.

One day Will called and asked to speak to Annie. He’d heard she would be
leaving town, and he wanted to take her out to dinner. He invited me too. I went. I
guess I was curious about what people might think about us, but I told myself I wanted to
see what he like.

On the way there, Annie wouldn’t stop with the stories about Charlotte. She
made all of it, the weeks of sleepless hell, sound funny, and even Will, who I’d thought
incapable of laughing, laughed out loud instead of just giving us an amused, not-all-there
smile.

He drove us through the country, and near Hutchinson, but not in it. He pulled us
up to this restaurant I’d never heard of--Paganica. It looked like some fancy rich-place
restaurant, with the people walking up the flight of wide steps in front.
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As we walked up the steps, and then as the hostess escorted us through the dining
room, People smiled at us. They waved at Will. He still had that thing, where he was
richer and smarter than anyone there, and now he had more of it, as if shooting someone
had helped his stature even as he quit the race for senate. If he made a mistake, they
could understand; they’d felt that way themselves. I didn’t know this for a fact, but what
else made them come up to the table to say hello, an alleged murderer out on bail? We
are not so much against murder, it seems. Only against losing the fathers--those who
look like they might protect us, keep us safe.

He asked first Annie to dance, and then me. I don’t know why I said yes. I
approved of him less than anyone I knew, but I wanted to see what it was like. Not
dancing with him, but being watched. And we were. Those people looked up from their
prime ribs and nodded. You’d have thought he was Prince Charming, and perhaps,
available again, he was.

We watched everyone love him, only now they loved him more, because he was
so bad, too, helpless in the face of love, like they were only more dangerously--and we
were lucky for dancing with him. Who were these people, smiling, hoping he would
notice them? Who were these strangers to me for whom a near killer could be so
attractive? Neighbors--but nothing like me at all. My mom once told me (and I should
have listened the first time) that farmers don’t talk to their wives, so they take the word of
preachers and doctors too seriously, want them too much. But men in town acted the

same way with him, so that didn’t explain everything.
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NOTHING tumed out the way I'd figured it would, hazy as I had seen the picture
when Annie first wanted me to be friends. I thought we would have wild times,
occasionally do what one shouldn’t, that I would finish out high school with people
seeing a different me. I’d help her get through. Then I’d move on to college, she’d go
back home to her mother. Nothing had happened all my senior year the way I'd
imagined it would, and nothing happened the end of that summer as I’d predicted to
myself.

Annie made her announcement to me in a way that you might have thought she’d
already told me and was just reminding me. “Kyle and Dave are driving in from Denver.
They’re going to pick up me and Charlotte and then we’ll go down to Nashville.”

At once jealous and fearful for her, I argued. Two guys won’t want to live with a
baby, then you’ll be stuck there. It’s not too late to go to college. You could stay with
your mom a while, even fly to Nashville on weekends.

But she wouldn’t be stopped, and I realized that she’d been cooking this up for a
long time, sending letters and phoning people until someone agreed to accompany her.

“You gotta get going to college anyway,” she’d counter to anything I said.

She packed. She perked up. Even Charlotte giggled more, the anticipation
contagious. And I must have pouted--Annie constantly tried to cheer me up, prod me into
getting myself ready for the university. She began her countdown, and then one
afternoon, Kyle and Dave drove up. They hugged her. They began to take her away.

She had everything packed in the car--boxes, guitar, and baby. Then she stood

with her hands on her hips, ready to go become a star. She pointed to Deirdre, and then
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to me. She said to me, smiling slyly, “I saw you being good to me.” And then she

hugged us and was gone.

FOR TWO YEARS I stayed around, and then I left for college, and came back
with a degree in elementary education four years later. Josh and I still wrote letters.
Maybe people thought of me as the daughter of the folks who ran the cafe, or as Annie
Rose’s friend, or the friend of the girl who got washed down the drain, or all of those. I
didn’t ask. A few of my old people at the cafe died, but a few newly old people needed
company, and I helped my mom and talked to them. The doctor got dumpier and more
stooped as he walked around town, and he forgot he knew me. No one ever heard from
Deirdre that I knew of.

Some arsonist set the meatpacking place ablaze, and it could have been anybody.
Some vegetarian, one of the workers, disgruntled, or one of the old townspeople,
disgruntled with all the workers changing the place. The corporation didn’t want to
rebuild, so the town was stuck, falling apart, just like it had before. A few more stores
died, and more than a few houses emptied. Not many of the Mexicans, or the other
groups of willing workers, stayed. Prairie Valley began quickly to die, and I stayed on, at
least for a while, as a nurse to those who stayed, the old folks, as they pretended nothing
changed at the same time their numbers, their great numbers, frightened those who
looked around and saw that it would take a miracle to keep the town alive much longer.

I looked for it, and sure enough Annie Rose sent flowers on Memorial Day to
Carlos’ grave as she got more famous, and she did get famous, even though there were

better ways to do it. I listened for stories of Prairie Valley and Carlos in her songs, and
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sometimes thought I could pick up a trace here and there. I can tell that we still agree,
though. We always agreed that things don’t necessarily happen for a reason, as people
around here will still tell you the Bible claims. We always agreed that things happen
without a reason from God, and you’ve got to work to make a little more place for God’s
reason in the world.

One summer, years later, a movie production came to town, and used our streets
and some of our houses to make a movie about living in a small town. At the end, a girl
takes off on a train while there’s this parade going on downtown. She waves goodbye to
everyone, even though you don’t really get on the train anymore to leave Prairie Valley.

They shot that scene over and over, backing up the train and having it run across
the tracks while the actress waved happily at all of us strangers and I stood watching them
filming it, and it broke my heart, thinking about how Annie never, ever could have really
fit in at a place like this. It was like saying goodbye to her over and over, and I couldn’t
help but think, Too bad for everyone that she had to leave. And good for her that she
made them listen--that anyone with a radio had to hear her now.

I walked over to the cafe, and the old folks got to talking about Annie, our other
connection to the world, as if I wasn’t even there, and one old woman said, You know,
everything changed when that girl came to town, that niece of his. We didn’t have much
violence before that. She brought it from Denver. And my blood was boiling, and 1
thought about how the famous bank robbers lived here, and a woman was shot years ago
and some kids died in a car accident just a while back. How Mannie whipped his dogs
with chains when I was little. How everybody just sat around when I was a kid when

Miss Tauer beat up kids at school, and how the Potters’ beat their kids to pulps. Long
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before Annie got here. So I stood up, hell I spilled coffee all over the counter just to get
their attention. I said, “It was Will who brought her out here. He brought her here
because he needed somebody with something in her eyes in that house. He thought it
would cure him or something. But itdidn’t. You all just crawl into the sand again. But
I’m not going to.”

And I didn’t, and the reason I said this, and was so violent about it all in my
language, and the reason I never wanted to run and hide in rows of June wheat again, that
I could help it, was that Annie Rose was right--Annie always said that love saves the day,

and cranky and thoughtless as she could be on any given day, she knew how it turned

some of us into family.
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