markers within social units, individual though we may
feel. This notion can be carried oo far, of course — fic-

traffics most effectively in the rendering of spe-
cific lives.

"Mourning Henry™ finds the narrator prostrate on
a 19th-century grave in front of a stone erected by a son
named Henry 10 his adoptive parents. She tells Henry
about her own griefs and the peculiarities of life in the
late 20th century. Describing the utility of tranquilizers,
she explains that “it's like having a friend inside.” She
finds consolation in contemplating Henryls devotion —
and, eventually, in the embrace of a gravedigger.

In these first three powerful stories the high-
pitched keening of the first-person narrative is in some
sease directed at an audience, the sympathetic Henry,
the obtuse analyst or the scorned V. O, Vernon. Subse-
quenl stories are addressed to no one in particular —
with ooe exceplion these are first-person monologues
— and this lack of a buffer between the speaker and
Death may account for the diffuseness of many of these
storles. The narsator is 50 self-absorbed,
with death, that she has no time to introduce other char-
mm-n&s%mmawaw
ter, a son, but they are there anly to confirm the narra.
tor's roles as mother and wife, In the end, though, we
know very little about her, cither. She scems like &
sketchy version of the hysterical Marin County house-
wife in “Norma Jean the Termite Queen,” ld&l!alhm
ty-e‘saddlyfwmyﬂmml.
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il world lhc drama of pcmihm brushing up

anslnglmmthe ness of & busband whose kidoeys are
fosling. Because we are nozﬁmtlv introduced — be
gots only & fow lines and might be & plumber or a politi-
cran, o philanderer or puritan for all we learn about him
= we are upable to sympathize with his ordeal.

These picces are rife with incisive images and
aphorsms “We are fighting for our lives ax insects do
— clawing the air, thear thin legs pedaling into nonexist-
ence. ™ "You think of LIFE like this mow: an experinsent
that faled.™ Ms. Ballantyne is a thoughtful and stylssh
writer. But the specific textures of the lives in question
are missing. Barely moored to the surfaces of the carth,
bitle interested in the inbabitants, the narrative o
often takes off nto the ooosphere: =1 am entering

HApace; i ool regiome; that bimck veloetty where wind-
Jess carrents circle and collide, stealing my breath as
they o

Come back down, we would advise the author of
“Life on Earth™ Your talest will serve you better on the
ground. g



