Books in Brief
A Heavy Feather
by AX,. Barker
George Braziller, 234 pp., $8.95

A

HEAVY FEATHER IS a gloombug's
delight. It takes place over the
last 40 years or so in a number of
dreary settings in and around London:
clammy cellars filled with "mountains of
coal and coke, and shapeless things
shrouded in cobwebs," decrepit boardinghouses, a housing development so new
"the workmen's cigarette ends peeped up
between the floorboards," a modem secondary school w h e r e " e v e r y t h i n g is
chipped, cracked, fingered, kicked, and
scrawled over."
At the center of each of these melancholy scenes is Almayer J e n k i n , the
d a u g h t e r of a r e m a r k a b l y u n h a n d y
hand3Tnan who dies of pneumonia after
being marooned on a rooftop when his
ladder is blown down in a rainstorm.
Throughout the next 200 pages, as Almayer progresses from childhood to middle age, people who are associated with
death's more absurd aspects constantly
impinge on her: her lover, an aging newspaper reporter whose wife murdered her
son and died in a hospital for the criminally insane; her hiisband, who drinks
himself to death; her brain-damaged
daughter, who gets pregnant and then
dies of an epileptic seizure; her greatimcle-in-law, who in his youth was accused of drowning a young boy and chopping the boy's mother and sister into little
pieces; her seat-mate on a train, who is
killed when Almayer's suitcase falls on
her head. These people, along with a few
more cheerful types, drift in and out of
Almayer's life like characters in an absurdist play, dominating the stage for a
scene or two and then making abrupt and
unexplained exits.
In this anatomy of depression, A.L.
Barker, who has published five novels
and won several literary awards in England, knows exactly what she is doing.
As she introduces her characters and
then makes them vanish; as she creates
entire chapters out of digressions and
misunderstandings; as she constructs dialogues in which no communication
takes place; even as she switches the narrative voice from first to third person in
seemingly random fashion, she is making an elaborate, and in its way eloquent,
statement about the rootlessness and
discontinuity of certain aspects of mode m English life. In less skillful hands the
lack of plot would become monotonous,
and the little plot there is would become
comic. But Barker is skillful. If this novel
has a theme, it is the capacity of people to
make each other miserable, and to this
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On January 171980
the world's greatest ship
embarks on
the world's greatest cruise.
The Queen Around theWorld.
In celebration of her 10th
aoiniversary, Queen Ellizabeth 2
Sedls from New York westwctfd
around the world. In 80 d a j ^ , she
will travel almost 30,000 miles,
through seven sea&, touching
four continents, visiting 26 ports.
What a world you'll see! The
Cciribbean, the Panama Canal and
Mexico.The Orient, including Japan
and China.The magic of the Taj
Mahal.The Black Sea, Russia and
Romania. A northward passage
of the Suez Canal into the
Mediterranean and the gateways to
the ancient world—Egypt. Israel,
Turkey, Greece and Italy. Then cuong
the French Riviera, through the
StTciits of Gibraltar to Spain, France
and Great Britain.
What a world to see it from.'The
Queen.The only ship in the world
especially designed for world
cruising with the largest, most
sumptuous staterooms afloat.The
Queen is nine hundred feet of sheer
majesty.Thirteen decks of fun and
excitement surrounded by the
romance of the open sea. Dining,
dancing, swimming, and relaxing.
World-famous authors, lecturers and
over 500 entertainers. And the
impeccable service of her British crew.
Where would you prefer to
bo£ird?You can join the Queen's
World Cruise at any one of three
embarkation points: New York. Ft.
Lauderdale or Los Angeles. From Ft.
Lauderdale, departing on January 19,
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you'll spend 78 days cruising and
visit 26 ports. From Los Angeles,
departing on January 31, the cruise is
60 days, calling at 21 ports.
Free ait fare to and from your
hometown. As a special bonus, our
world cruise passengers will receive
complimentary cur tickets to or from
their hometown when they book the
full cruise. (60-day minimum). Rates
for the entire 80-day cruise from
New York are $9,950-$54,000 per
person, double occupancy. Rates
for the 60-day cruise from L.A. are
$8,650-$46.500 per person, double
occupancy. And if you don't have
time for the whole cruise, we offer an
attractive and exciting variety of
shorter segments, with edr/sea
packages available.
The world and the Queen are
waiting for you. Reserve now. See
your travel agent or write Vaughn
Rickard, Cunard, Dept. SR0428, 555
Fifth Avenue, New York, N.Y. 10017.

Queen Elizabeth 2
For once in your life, live.
British Registry
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theme her peculiar, and hardly crowdpleasing, gifts are well suited.
— A N N E FADIMAN

The Anarchists' Convention
by John Sayles
Atlantic-Little. Brown, 324 pp., $9.95
UNION DUES FIRMLY established John
Sayles's gift for translating acute psychological insights into viable fiction,
and this collection of his stories indicates no lessening of that gift. Still, the
author displays a disturbing tendency
to dance at the brink of sentimentality,
perhaps because he is so intent upon
capturing lower-middle-class verities.
In the soap-opera climax of "The 7-10
Split," for example, death, old age, and
the burden of having a retarded child
are overcome, for the moment, by a
near-impossible roll of a bowling ball,
and in the conclusion of "Children of the
Silver Screen," a nostalgic movie manager makes a small gesture of defiance
before he surrenders to the debased
dreams of gangster-like pornographers.
Sayles's strongest virtues—his effic i e n t p l a i n s t y l e , h i s formal intelligence, his obvious compassion for his
victimized characters—always prevent
total aesthetic collapse, and several of
the stories a t t a i n a perfect blend of
m a n n e r and means. "1-80 Nebraska, m.
490-m. 205" maintains a fierce narrative pace that is almost surrealistic in
its leaps from voice to voice along crackling CB waves as a rebel trucker, high
on drugs and existential disgust with
his culture, achieves mythic stature in
his drive to destruction, while "Schiffman's Ape" parallels h u m a n and ape
behavior in an effort to limn the disintegration of a marriage based on something less t h a n love. Despite an unabashedly r o m a n t i c finale, t h e t i t l e
story also defies the laws of literary
gravity through its adoption of an ironic, self-mocking consciousness that will
yield neither to the failure of the flesh
nor the death of an ideal.
The Anarchists' Convention reaffirms
Schopenhauer's vision of m a n as a creature in quest of a metaphysical reality, a
reality that Sayles and his kind keep
alive for us in this age of brute fact.
—EDWARD BUTSCHER

The Pardoner's Tsde
by John Wain
Viking, 314 pp., $10.95
A T THE START of his biography of Samuel
Johnson, John Wain explained his affinity for Grub Street, that yeasty tradition of writers who, being indentured to
their publishers, have inclined to get on
with the story and let a r t t a k e care of
itself Unlikely as it seems, by the evidence, this formula has succeeded to
such a degree that it is impossible to
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separate the fate of English prose from
the genius of its great hacks. The best of
English novels, for example, are sprawling, untidy affairs, punctuated by unlikely events, and unwieldy of interpretation—which is what makes them
seem "real." It should not surprise us
then that Wain's new novel owes its fascination to just this roughness of texture.
L i k e t h e C a n t e r b u r y t a l e whose
name it borrows. The Pardoner's Tale is
two stories in one. Dowdy and middleaged Gus Howkins, hero of the initial
chapter, t u r n s out in the second to be
only a character in a novel by d. and m.a. Giles Hermitage. Yet no sooner has
Giles i n v e n t e d a m y s t e r i o u s y o u n g
lover for his alter ego t h a n a parallel
mystery woman appears to similarly
complicate his own life—and by corol lary, t h e still evolving "life" of Gus
Howkins. The play between the two continually redoubles, ultimately leading
to two endings per story—one hopeful,
t h e other m i s e r a b l e . You pays your
money and you chooses your point of
view.
Devious as these details are, they are
altogether incidental to the pleasures of
the telling; in fact, even Gus and Giles
are incidental. It is J o h n Wain who
shines as the hero of his own novel. He
has beaten the clock—enticed us into
the game, and held us so captivated by
his voice of a m a n desperate for a second
chance at life that it becomes, word by
word, our own.

cal, intelligent man who refused to be
daunted by the task he was set. The captain was sent to find a sea passage connecting the Atlantic and Pacific oceans
across the top of North America or Siberia; but there was, of course, no such
navigable passage. Having brought his
ship Resolution up through the Bering
Strait, he was blocked by a wall of ice.
Gamely, he planned to try again the following s u m m e r and retreated meanwhile to Hawaii to wait out the harsh
winter. Cook died there in a skirmish
with the islanders over a stolen boat; he
had, it seems, overestimated the awe in
which he was held.
Although the author is unable to give
such a methodical, pragmatic m a n a
richly nuanced inner life, Innes packs
the exterior circumstances with incident
enough. This record of Cook's third long
voyage over uncharted seas makes clear
the magnitude of the problems the captedn faced, whether keeping his men free
from scurvy and thoughts of mutiny, the
inhabitants of sheltering islands friendly, or his ship off dangerous rocks. An
account to be prized by the Eirmchair salt
who likes to hear the winds moan and
the timbers creak—but only as the logs
in the fireplace spit.
—RALPH TYLER

The Pendultun and the Toxic Cloud:
The Course of Dioxin Contamination
by Thomas Whiteside
Yale University Press
224 pp., $15.00 cloth, $4.95 paper

— C A R O L E COOK

IN JULY OF 1976 a chemical plant explosion sent a pungent-smelling cloud wafting over the northern Italian town of
Seveso. The cloud contained an estimated two to 11 pounds of the chemical dioxin, e n o u g h to m a k e s m a l l a n i m a l s
sicken and die and to leave over 180 residents, mostly children, with cases of
chloracne, a condition characterized by
severe skin lesions, and possible damage
to the internal organs and nervous syst e m . Two y e a r s after t h e accident
Thomas Whiteside visited Seveso and
his report here is in some ways more
chilling than the accident itself
Incredibly, there has been no coordinated epidemiological study of the Seveso population, and decontamination
efforts may simply have resulted in
spreading the poisons over a wider area.
Innes—His book is for the armchair salt,
In t h e m e a n t i m e , children climbed
fences to play in the sealed-off sector and
fflMSELF A SAILOR as Well as a novelist, homeowners smuggled out contamiHammond Innes has invented the pri- n a t e d f u r n i t u r e , while other victims
vate journal that Captain James Cook failed to report serious health problems
might have kept on the luckless voyage because they were "ashamed." No doubt
which ended in his death 200 years ago the range of personal reactions, includin the Hawaiian Islands. On the whole, ing the guilt of some residents who had
the simulation of the great English navi- accepted b o u n t i e s from t h e factory
gator's rather spare 18th-century lan- owners for keeping quiet about previous
guage and spirit is convincing: The incidents, would m a k e a fascinating
record could have belonged to the practi- study in disaster psychology. Whiteside,

The Last Voyage: Captain Cook's
Lost Diary
by Hammond Innes
Knopf, 256 pp., $8.95
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