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AS COMPRESSED NOVEL
Whole lives are encompassed in stotrics that take the form of a

compressed novel. Though they may vary radically in lengch
and technique, we see life cycles in each.
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PENDERGAST'S DAUGHTER

EANN AND 1 WERE DRIVING to her father's new A-
frame on Lake Macogdoches, and I was nervous abourt
meeting her folks for the first time.

Relax, Leann said. Drink a few Old Mils with Dad, maybe
catch a large mouth or two off the dock Sacurday. When I got
the nerve Sunday, she said, I could spring the news on the old
man about wanting to matry his lictle gicl. Then the two of us
could get che hell out, head on back to Dallas. Lighten up, she
kepr saying.

When we got there her kid brother ran to my car, flinging
his arms all around. An acre lot across a litele inlet was being
cleared, flat red clay and loblollies tied with red ribbons. A
bulldozer was ramming one of the pines without much luck.
Hurry, Leann’s brother said.

The lake house was all glass in front so from the gravel drive
we could see Mrs. Pendergast inside, slapping the old man's
face. Once, twice, then again. She shouted something abour him
not having any goddamn imagination, about some girl, twenty-
six years old, young enough to be his goddamn daughter. He
took her flat palms rigid-faced, just stood there blinking ac her.
Then his face fell all apart, and he hit her in the sternum with
his fist. She staggered back through the open door and up to the
balcony rail as he hit her over and over again.

Do something, Leann shouted ar me. But I just stood there.
I just watched till the old man pushed his wife over the rail.

At the hospital in Lufkin I rold Leann, T don't know what
the hell happened to me. Bur then an intern came into the
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waiting room and said her mom would be all righe, just some
sritches, some bruised ribs,

Next week I must have left a hundred messages on Leann’s
answering machine. I'm sorry, they said, you got to believe me.

I remember we used to shower together every morning |
stayed at her garage apartment in University Park. I'd slick
her raut brown shoulders with Zest and I'd think, Jesus, this
is good,
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THE STORY AS COMPEESSED NOVEL
Two very different stories comprise this category: John Updike’s
“Plaving with Dynamite” and Lex Williford's "Pendergast's
Daughter.” Each of these stories—the Updike in the span of a
tew pages and the Williford, astonishingly, in just one—man-
ages to encompass whole lives. Though the seories vary radically
in length and rechnique, we see life-cycles in each. By witness-
ing a moment in the life of a family, "Pendergast’s Daughter,”
even in the form of “flash fiction,” or shore shore, allows us to
infer its” parterns over two Pendergast generations. "Playing
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with Dynamice” offers us a virtually complete biography of
Geoffrey Fanshawe, in its tracing of his life’s trajectory and
examination of its layers.

The economy of John Updike’s narrative is facilitated by a
brilliantly fashioned serpentine strucrure, weaving in and out
of time, and by the gorgeous density of the wrirer's prose. The
story’s scope is established at the outset: “One aspect of child-
hood Fanshawe had not expecred to return in old age was the
mutability of chings..." The juxtaposition of youch and age
in Updike's opening sentence is key. It is a kind of craffic sign,
the first of many in this story, guiding us along a rwisting—
and remarkably inviting—path, illuminating both the story’s
method and its meaning.

By contrast, Lex Williford's story employs a linear narrative
that is deceptively straightforward and simple. In the course of
a story composed of eight short paragraphs, a relationship
breaks up shockingly and a family'’s violent history is exposed.
At the outser, the narrator’s fiancée, Leann, is taking him home
to meet her folks. Right away she assures him thar things will
be just fine, that cthere’s noching to be nervous about.
("Relax. . . Lighten up, she kepe saying.”) But in the next para-
graph, the leisurely pace changes abruptly, propelling the nar-
rative forward. A rapid succession of details—Leann'’s agitated
kid brother, a bulldozer ramming a tree—forewarns us thar a
family fistfight is in progress. When Leann urges the narrator
to intervene, he freezes, then blames himself for the relation-
ship’s end. The story probably has more than enough blame to
go around. Bur if, as seems likely, this slugfest is not a first, it
is worth noting that che immediate agent of the precipitating
incident has been Leann, the Pendergasts’ daughter, whose
reassurances to the narracor ac the story's start have misled him.
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