July 31, 2008

Review of 2008 Writer’s Circle Anthology

I’m a believer in doing it the hard way—getting into your small room, sitting at the table, excluding many of the pleasures of the world and very seriously writing and writing and writing, doing the burden of work that has to be done. . . You have to make your choice, which is to stay at your desk. . . and not to regret that the day is beautiful and other people are going to the beach.

                                              Bernard Malamud
A tough choice on a blue sky summer day in the Ocean State, but clearly one that members of the Rhode Island Writers’ Circle are willing to make.  And their 2008 Anthology offers readers the refreshing fruit of their labors.  Published by the Poet’s Press, the anthology offers a mixture of genres: drama, fiction, nonfiction  (both memoir and essays) and poetry.

Drama, of course, is always better judged when performed than when read. This collection includes three plays. Brett Rutherford’s history play, Carlota, Empress of Mexico, is easy to imagine on a stage and would be a treat for history buffs who are aficionados of the period and of its central character.  Barbara Schweitzer’s Sub Zero  provides a Hitchcockian taste of local color with a real chill.
There are nine fiction pieces, of various literary schools. “The Key” has a moral to it; “Death by Bread Knife” is a short-shot in stream of consciousness, and yet another short, Mourning Night was very poignant for me in that it captured  my own mother’s actions and her feelings of being utterly bereft when my father died, her husband of 61 years. Safe House is a tale of the Irish troubles, Voice, compactly and with a lovely visual vocabulary, takes on the issues of disability in public places and one woman’s sudden pull of attraction toward another. Sherwood Forest (there’s a nice irony in  the title) turns domestic abuse on its head and leaves the reader with a “good for her” sense, yet without the  heavy-handed reversal of violence that sometimes accompanies such stories.
The most sophisticated offering is Heather Sullivan’s The Consolation Prize, a piece with attention to sensory detail, to dialogue, to language and to plot which begins at the quotidian and slips slowly into magical realism. That’s all I’ll say—I leave the delight of reading it to those who purchase the Anthology, which may be ordered through its publisher, The Poet’s Press, at www.thepoetsspress.org., and is also available by contacting The Writers’ Circle directly: 401-461-6691; thewriterscircle@aol.com
The nonfiction section is especially riveting, opening as it does with Maureen Collins-Baker’s compelling  account, The After-War, a segmented memoir-essay about her brother, Brien Collins.  Best is her last line, ”When I tell his story, I thought, they’ll think I made him up.”  Summer Gold exemplifies what another writer once said, (the name escapes me at the moment) ,”In our childhood memories, it is always summer.” The sensory details provided take the reader back to those carefree summers, but I wish the author had explored the complicated relationships  she includes just a bit more. The pacing in Out of Vukovar is excellent; Among Friends is lean and spare with the power of fiction. Me and Mrs.Stowe is a narrative worth telling and its carefully constructed frame lends it strength.
The poetry section contains twenty-six poems, so I will highlight only a few.  It opens with the searing “Parental Wisdom” by Kim Baker. What this section best illustrates is the real poetic talent that abounds in Rhode Island. Lynnie Gobeille’s “Closet Dreams” is full of alluring imagery-- melancholy yet deeply moving. Mary Mueller’s clever portrait ”Real November”  does what language at its best should do: it provides a different way of seeing the world. “Daylight Saving” is a tribute any father would feel lucky to find himself in, and readers are left with the strong impact of the last two lines.
Each section of the anthology is introduced by notes: Rose Weaver, Ann Hood, Mark Patinkin and Lisa Starr all provide wisdom on the writing life, and undoubtedly, inspiration for The Writers’ Circle.
The Writers’ Circle was founded in 1993 by Creative Director Rose Pearson. According to its Mission Statement, it provides workshops in fiction, nonfiction, creative nonfiction, memoir, playwriting, poetry, screen writing, writing for children, and independent publishing. For more information, please visit their website: www.riwriterscircle.com. And by all means, pick up a copy of the 2008 Anthology and discover for yourself how much writerly talent resides in our small state!
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