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L I G H T E R  M I N D S  the "damns" and "hells," if I got their drift. I 
had to take the thing to my bishop to help 
me figure out what they were talking about. 

TALKING TO COWS And he pointed out that it probably had 
something to do with the comparison 1 made 
between the woman's husband and one 

AND OTHER NARROW ESCAPES member of the godhead in particular. "Walks 
out the door like he was Christ himself," I be- 

FROM HUMOR lieve I wrote. No, the literary journal in the Midwest 

By Pauline Mortensen 

Even though we may deny that there is a point to our joking, deep 
inside we know there is and that it goes something like, "Your 

world view is simply inferior to mine. You got a problem with that?" 

WROTE A story a few years ago called 
"Woman Talking to a Cow." It's just a 
three-page story about a woman talking 
cow as she stands there feeding the cow 

hay and complaining about her lot in life. 
The story has no plot, no love interest, no 
sex, no violence. Yet, it has managed to be 
published, once on the East Coast and twice 
along the Wasatch Front, and is the only 
story I've written that anyone ever admits to 
having read. 

PAUUNE MORTENSEN @aulinem@wordper- 
fect.com) is the author of Back Before the 
World Turned Nasty, a collection of short sto- 
ries. She earned her Ph.D. at the University of 
Utah and is currently living in Orem, Utah. 

It's a funny story, according to a few of my 
friends. One BW professor says he likes the 
part about the husband giving his wife a defi- 
cient pitch fork, one with only three tines, so 
that all the good leaves fall through before 
she gets it to the cow; and another friend, a 
columnist for a local women's magazine, says 
she likes the part about the woman standing 
there talking to a cow when no one else will 
listen. Go figure. 

A literary journal in the Midwest some- 
where does not think it is funny at all. In fact, 
they did not laugh one stroke when I sent it 
to them, and they had to regretfully inform 
me that my story did not meet the literary 
standards of their magazine, because of the 
bad language, and they weren't talking about 

did not appreciate.my humor, while the one 
on the East Coast thought it was wonderful 
Western humor, and told me so over the 
phone. And if I had asked my own mother- 
long after she had lived the story, because she 
had talked to many a cow-if I had asked her 
if the story was funny, she would have said, 
and I quote, "What in the hell's so damned 
funny about that?" 

All of which leads me to believe that 
humor, like everything else, has more to do 
with a look in the mirror than it does with 
anything the author actually said. 

But let me offer another example before I 
wax Freudian. And let me bring the example 
closer to home, since many of you may not 
have recognized my mother as being a 
Mormon in this scenario, since no Mormon 
woman ever spoke like that or ever will. Let 
me take, for example, my father-in-law, born 
and bred in Ferron, Utah, a typical "pioneer 
stock" Mormon, who dares not crack one 
smile, who dares not let one tear ofjoy spring 
to his eyes or one chuckle strain his lips for 
the entire hour-and-a-half production of 
James Arrington's one-man play, Farley 
Family Reunion. Now that is holding to the 
rod above and beyond. I mean, to him, those 
were all his relatives up there we were 
laughing at. And he was up there, too, his 
way of life, his religion, every soft spot in his 
personal philosophy of life that he had been 
working on since the day he was born. There 
it was being paraded on stage for everyone to 
poke and prod. And what was so dang funny 
about that? 

So it seems to me that there are several 
problems with making humor-in Mormon 
culture, in any culture. The first one is the 
idea that the humorist is perceived as making 
light of something sacred, whether it be our 
personal lives, our social and cultural ways, 
our religious and political persuasions, or 
whatever. In any person's mind, at any given 
moment in time, there are things you cannot 
touch, lines you may not cross, sentiments 
you may not speak. If you do any of these, 
you fall into that no man's land of blank 
stares, uneasy shirtings in the chairs, and de- 
fensive rhetorical posturings. If the humorist 
hits this unfunny bone, she might as well 
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start packing. 
But if somehow she manages to stay clear 

of these danger zones, she still is not home 
free. Another problem with making humor is 
that humor is mistrusted on principle. 
People suspect you of making some point. 
All the teaching and delighting that has gone 
on for hundreds of years (to teach and to de- 
light, the Bobbsey twin tenets of literature) 
has not been missed by the literarily uniniti- 
ated. My father-in-law knows what we are up 
to. "So what's your point," he asks with the 
chip on his shoulder, and we say, "It's just a 
joke. Lighten up." 

And even though we may deny that there 
is a point to all our joking, deep inside we 
know there is and that it goes something like 
this: "Your world view, everything you be- 
lieve in and do, is simply inferior to my 
world view. You got a problem with that?" 
Humor can be as arrogant as that. And it can 
be so much more. What one person sees as a 
truth, an absolute, or a sacred thing, the hu- 
morist sees as ambiguity, up for grabs, less 
settled. A stale room that needs airing out. 
The humorist is arrogant, indeed, who sees 
staleness in everyone else's room but not his 
own. Rather, the true humorist seeks fresh air 
at every turn, new insight in every ambiguity, 
new speech in every unspoken word. 

In fact, the humorist, like the court jester, 
says for us what no one else dares speak- 
that the emperor really is wearing no clothes. 
The humorist provides a cultural reality 
check. She probes the tender areas, looking 
for trouble. Strides into danger zones where 
the rest of us fear to tread. She speaks the un- 
spoken. Writes the unwritten. Tests the wa- 
ters. Tastes forbidden fruit. There is good 
reason to fear the humorist, especially if you 
have much to hide. Because the humorist 
will find it out; she will find your weak- 
nesses, exploit your failures, make merry 
with your shame. It is her way And she will 
get away with it, for the most part. She will 
tread lightly over water. Walk unsinking over 
quicksand. And we forgive her because 
somewhere in our cultural psyche we need 
her to speak true. 

The humorist is funny precisely because 
of the chances she takes in speaking the un- 
spoken true. Funny is funny because it is off 
limits. Off limits, but somehow still safe. 
Dangerous, but never deadly The humorist 
dances a dangerous high-wire dance between 
falling and not falling, between humor and 

profanity, between the sacred and the pro- 
fane. And that's her job. We give her that. She 
has a license to look for trouble, but never to 
kill. 

But where do you draw the line between 
killing and caring laughter? Between heart- 
lessness and heart? That is the magic ques- 
tion. When is it a case of the listener's limited 
view? And when is it a case of the jester's 
deadly attack? 

M Y third case in point: So there I 
am, three BYU degrees under my 
belt. and they throw me to the 

wolves at the University of Utah. I take a 
class on Mark Twain because I figure Mark 
Twain is dead. Right? How safe can I be? 
None of that contemporary, deconstructive, 
controversial stuff that is going to push me 
over the edge of the known world. Just good, 
down-home humor, American style. What's 
not to laugh at? I had already read the stuff 
Mark Twain had to say about the Mormons, 
at least most of it. And I lived through it. All 
the stuff about that time he came out West 
and met Brigham Young. The part about the 
Book of Mormon being chloroform in print, 
about all the frumpy Mormon women, and 
even a few good jibes about Brigham Young 
and his plural wives. It was all in good fun. 
But at the U of U, the devik own university, 
things can sometimes take a different twist. 
This time as we read, the professor said, and 
I can say this because he has long since gone 
on to his own reward, the professor said, and 
I'm not making this up, he said that funny is 
just funny It just is. Which, of course, is de- 
constructive heresy, but at any rate, he said 
funny is universal. It just is. And he pointed 
to the part about the Book of Mormon being 
chloroform in print and said, this is funny 
because it's true. And Mormon women. That 
part is true, too. True and funny And the 
plural wives, oh, make my day And we had 
to read it again and again to make sure we 
saw just how funny it was; we had to read 
until we saw it the way he saw it. Until we 
had to deny who we were and become him. 
In fact, the more he insisted that it was true 
and funny, and the more he assigned and 
mandated that it was funny, of course, the 
more it was not. He took all the funny out of 
it, because with him, the Mormon situation 
was personal. And the little Mormon jokes 
from Mark Twain were the only knives he 
had to poke holes in the culture that had en- 

veloped h ~ s  entire career. He meant to show 
us something with those jokes. He meant to 
teach us something. He meant to hammer it 
home. But he never did. 

So my experience with humor has taught 
me this-that not everything is funny It's not 
funny to everyone at any given moment in 
time, at any given moment in space, for any 
given audience. Funny depends on who is 
telling the joke-the humorer; who is lis- 
tening to the joke-the humoree; and who is 
otherwise known as the butt of the joke-the 
humorit. If you are the humorit, perhaps 
things are not so funny 

Of course, there are those rare, psycho- 
logically healthy people who can stand in the 
place of the humorit, tied and gagged as they 
are at the center of the fire, and laugh at 
themselves while they bum. People like cer- 
tain lawyers, vice presidents, and presidents' 
wives. People like ironic, first-person narra- 
tors and, of course, comedians themselves. 
People who view life from a tenuous vantage 
point and accept the fact that this thing we 
call existence is funny It just is. These people 
are the sane ones, I say 

But I digress just as I was getting ready to 
summarize the nature of humor. Taking into 
consideration the three participants of 
humor-the humorer, the humoree, and the 
humorit-plus the fact that they have come 
together at a certain place at a certain time, 
which will add meaning to the telling as 
well-taking all these factors into considera- 
tion, the humorist should also be aware that 
on the one hand, humor should make no 
point. No point at all. Or it ceases to be 
humor and becomes something else. And on 
the other hand, humor, to remain alive, must 
carry all kinds pointy things with it. Sort of 
being in the world of points, but not of them. 
In other words, when humor crosses over the 
line and makes its point, then it is dead. It 
ceases to be ironic, witty, and alive with un- 
meaning, but becomes merely an absolute. 
And it is the absolute that the humorist most 
despises and wishes to expose. 

M Y final example goes something 
like this: So we have our family re- 
union every year in this same 

place. It is a mountain valley place we call 
Magee. Magee is family ground. It is sacred 
ground. It is where everyone grew up in our 
family of nine and where our parents died, 
where everyone worked themselves into a 
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coma, but survived the depression; where, 
by damn, everyone sacrificed their childhood 
and got about zero for it. But still, it is the 
family ground, the ranch. Psychologically, it 
is the center of what defines us as individuals 
and as family. Physically, it is a ten-acre parcel 
of deforested land dwindled down from 500 
acres of virgin timber. A ten-acre parcel tve 
elbow each other on while we try to make 
our beds on that one weekend each year 
when we come together to eat too many pan- 
cakes and potato salads, throw a frisbee, and 
roast marshmallows. It is the only place we 
can come, by a consensus of the voting mem- 
bers. There is no other place. It is the logic 
that drives us all. It is inescapable, like gum 
on the bottom of your shoe. Because there is 
much that went on here and much that is still 
concealed. 

However, not everyone can come here. 
For some of the family, it is too impossible. 
There is just too much still to forget. Too 
much betrayal over who worked the land 
and who took off lor town, who was scarred 
the deepest from hard times and who had it 
easy, and who finally got the land and who 
did not. 

Say, for instance, one brother in panic- 
ular, the oldest next to the old man, our fa- 
ther. The oldest because the first son died, 
and the place of heir apparent fell to him, 
Bruce. The oldest because hlaurine, his sister, 
didn't count, being just a girl. And so the 
oldest by default and the one who expected 
to get it all. As old as all of that. The oldest 

boy, who worked at the side of the aging fa- 
ther on the sweltering hillside cutting trees, 
who worked the jammer and swung the logs, 
or worked the chains while the old man 
worked the jammer and swung the logs and 
nearly killed him on several occasions too 
numerous to mention, (although he always 
does). Bruce was the oldest, the one the old 
man gave the orders to and beat on when 
they weren't obeyed. He was the oldest, the 
one who took all the old man's crap. Until 
one day, when finally he got that sack of feed 
hung up in the barn so he could practice 
there. Until he got it hung just right, so that 
he could hit it like a man. He was the oldest 
until then, until that moment when the old 
man took his last swing at him and Bruce laid 
him out flat uith a lucky punch. Until that 
moment. Bruce had always been the oldest, 
but for that moment he was finally just four- 
teen. He hit him with the lucky punch, and 
then he went on. And he worked even longer 
and harder than ever before because now he 
was the oldes~ and the old man said that one 
day all of this would come to him. He had 
earned it. But then the father died, and the 
mother lived. And she got the land, and 
things went by and slipped away And in 
spite of the fact that the whole damned place 
should have come to him, it had not. 

So that is a picture of the older brother 
before. And this is a picture of the older 
brother long after. In fact, this is how your 
obnoxious older brother looks to you most of 
your life. Like a long-lost uncle you'd only 

like to see at the K-mart once every five 
years, if at all. He reminds you of Tigger (but 
without a lisp or being clever or cute). But he 
does bounce up to you when you least ex- 
pect it and says, "How you doing, little 
sister?" as he shadow boxes around and 
around with his fists and boxes your 
shoulder, your chin, your stomach, anything 
that's exposed. This is your older brother by 
eight births; the kind of brother you still can't 
quite figure out whom he is related to. The 
kind of older brother who talks about log- 
ging, and the horses, and farming, and the 
horses, his gall bladder operation, how he 
hates the rest of the family, and the horses. 
The kind of guy you'd really like to be 
around if you just didn't have something else 
to do. Anything. And did I mention about 
how all the time I was growing up, this was 
the guy who liked to sneak around and steal 
things from our farm? Things that belonged 
to me and my mother. Things like the bri- 
dles, the saddles, the hammers, the saws. 
Men things, things that should have come to 
him. 

So this is my brother, a guy who has a 
reason to hate and a good reason to be hated. 
And is it any surprise that he is one of the 
ones who never came to any reunions? Never 
showed up or bothered to write back. Never 
seemed to care what anyone was up to but 
himself. Until [here we are, having our family 
reunion one year in this place called Magee 
which is our lamily place. And we are having 
our auction like we've always done, which 
goes something like this: 

We have these auctions to raise money to 
pay for the food, to pay for the toilet paper, to 
build up a fund to maybe build a covered 
patio so that in the future we can have our 
auctions on the patio, so that we can raise 
money to pay for the food, to pay for the 
toilet paper, and so forth. And we sit there in 
the house politely, very sociable and civi- 
lized, nothing untoward, bidding on things 
that people have made. Like my sister's 
counted cross-stitch fly swatters she made 
from a kit, my nephew's coat hangers he 
painted himself, some flower-shaped things 
to hold your recipes, which my sister-in-law 
turned out herself on her new band saw, stuff 
like that. And we sit there enjoying the spirit 
of competition that exists in some families, 
maybe not yours, but some families. 

So, for instance, on one occasion, I was 
bidding against my brother Mike on what ap- 
peared to be a priceless, antique, needle- 
point, chair cushion that our recently 
deceased mother might have made, and I let 
it slip at just the right moment about how I 

"We can't take the road arottnd-it's otlt of our area!" think Elaine picked it up at a yard sale for 
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fifty cents. And although I was prepared to 
go higher, I suddenly got the bid for twenty- 
five dollars. It was all in good fun. Or the 
time we ran out of things to bid on and the 
kids water balloons were lying all filled by 
the sink ready for the kids' games and Glen 
says, "I'll give you a quarter for a water bal- 
loon to thmw at Mike." These are men well 
into their fifties, you should know. And Mike 
says, "I'll give you fifty cents." At which point 
the bidding slowed, and so I said, "I41 give 
you five dollars for Glen to throw it at Mike," 
which really set the sibling rivalry ball 
rolling. I can't recall how much I ended up 
paying for that particular balloon (as 1 ex- 
plained later, I was paying for service), but by 
the end of the family reunion business day, 
we had made over $500 dollars in water bal- 
loon sales alone and were well on our way to- 
wards purchasing a permanent toilet paper 
facility This is just a for-instance about our 
family, who is always willing to turn deep- 
seated guilt and hostility into profit as long as 
there's a good joke in it. 

So on this one occasion in particular, 
there we were in the middle of the Idaho 
north woods during one of our quieter auc- 
tions, nothing great happening, just the usual 
stuff, when in walks our older brother Bruce, 
whom nobody has seen or heard from in five 
or six years. The bid is up to three dollars on 
some hand-crocheted potholder thing, and 
Bruce sits down looking vaguely puzzled. 
Greetings are briefly exchanged, because we 
are, after all, in the middle of important busi- 
ness. The bid goes up to seven, with the par- 
ents of the kid who made the potholder 
holding the top bid. But then something un- 
expected happens. The auctioneer, not get- 
ting any bid at eight, jumps to ten dollars just 
to get a rise out of us, and Bruce, the older 
brother, lifts his hat and scratches his head, 
and the auctioneer says you're in. Now the 
thing about Bruce scratching his head is that, 
of course, that is what they do at professional 
auctions. And Bruce has bid on many a horse 
and cow before. So who is to say? But I mean, 
it is a really shaggy potholder. Everyone son 
of eases into a group laugh, figuring it was 
just a joke that would end when Bruce said 
something, but instead he just sits there with 
a Mona Ljsa smile and the auctioneer goes 
on. And then we get this feeling that this 
thing is going to fly There is silence. Not one 
person will bid. Even the kids know some- 
thing is going down. Not one person will bid 
and remove the joke on Bruce, and so the 
joke stands. This will go down in reunion 
history as one of the greatest jokes ever on 
our older brother. Or will it? Because Bruce 
just sits there with that half-smile, and he 

takes the bid. Lays the potholder on his knee, 
logging pants and all, just like he knew what 
he was doing, and leaves us hanging there for 
the next fifteen years and beyond. Because 
no one will ever dare ask. Remember that 
time, when you bid or didn't bid, who really 
got who that day? I mean, how could you 
ask? Or why would you ask, when the 
memory of our group conspiracy, that turned 
or didn't turn on itself, will cany us laughing 

well into the next century? A joke we played 
on Bruce, or a joke we played on ourselves. 
We will never know, and it will go down in 
reunion history as the best auction joke ever. 

And yes, Bruce does come to the reunion 
every year now. And yes I think it was be- 
cause of that joke. Because we were all hu- 
morors that day instead of humorits. And as 
long as nobody asks the question and gets a 
straight answer, I think we'll be okay 73 

THE LIFE WHICH 
DREAMS HAND 

The life which dreams hand, 
untrammled mistflower fields 
amve before sunfall, 
hornets drone 
where the soul abides, 
keeping the soul on guard. 

A sting is minor thing, 
the soul reacts 
attached and objective- 
listens to mellow fluegelhorns 
of wind slipping through wire; 
the life which dreams hand 
needs boundaries-fences 
separating mistflower fields 
from escutcheons and urns. 

The life which dreams hand, 
age is litter flapping under 
tiny flags and requiescats, 
light moves separate in the dark 
bold and rangy-a drummer 
selling appearances. 

A secondhand man 
deformed by fallen monuments 
keeps the mistflower mown. 
A man is a minor plan; 
the soul has an idea of man's image 
as lavender moving, 
lavender stung by sun. 

-SEAN BRENDAN-BROWN 
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