
compelling look inside a 
Mormon mission. Taken from 

the author's journal, the reader takes a 
two year odyssey in Thailand through the 
business of missionary work, political 
turmoil and personal intrmpection. What 
Mormon missionaries really do, what 
they teach and what they learn are all 
part of the unique Mormon experience. 
Without actually putting on a white shirt 
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THIS IS THE PLACE 
by Peter Rock 

Anchor Books, 1997 
245 pages, $12.00 paperback 

Rrvinved Ly Parrl Ralvlins 

WHEN PETER ROCK 
read from nlis Is the 
Place at the King's 

7 English bookstore, he 
I recited the first para- 

graph from memory: 
No one is satis- 
fied where they 
are. Even t h e  
angels descend 

slowly through the clouds to put 
their feet on the ground. Swimming 
delights them; their wings shed 
water and. splashing clums~ly, they 
terrify fish. For angels, clumsiness is 
a welcome relief-sometimes they 
lose their balance, but they must 
practice their stumbling, trick their 
grace. Yes, they drag their wings 
t h r o u ~ h  the desert. across the salt - 
flats, they gather along the border to 
watch what nil1 happen. 

Last winter, Peter Rock's editor said she 
would send me a copy of a book she thought 
I would like. Because the author was from 
Utah, and the book was f ~ ~ l l  of Mormons and 
the \Vest. When I read that first paragraph, I 
didn't know what I might be in for in terms 
of story, but with prose that beautiful and 
flawless. I didn't much care. However. Rock 
delivers on the narnti\,e level, too. His novel 
is a solid and complete package. 

This Is the Place is a beautiful and dis- 
turbing book, with surprising images that 
linger. You won't forget the ending, either. 
The story Rock tells is a love story-albeit 
love of a malignant, one-sided son. It is an 
old man's love story, sinister and obsessive, 
always with something wrong about it. The 
narrator is a nearly nameless, seventy-year- 
old. Wendover, Nevada, blackjack dealer, "an 
old man, a ragged culnlination, and that's an 
interesting thing to be." His obsession is 
Charlotte. a nineteen-year-old Mormon girl 
from Bountiful, Utah. He circles round her in 
\Vendover, follows her to Las Vegas and later 
on to Utah. He is certain of their destiny to- 
gether, a certainty that gives him patience 
and, when necessary justification. 

Rock's title. Tl~is is the Place, presents an 
irony that strikes me as so ob\.ious and 

fraught with potential 1 wonder why I have 
never seen it used before. Wendover Will, a 
sixty-foot metal giant, stands outside the 
Stateline Casino, one arm cocked in a wave 
and the other pointing to the casino. Beneath 
him, a sign declares, "This is the place." Over 
one hundred miles to the east stands his 
counterpart, Brigham Young, making the 
same declaration. The road between them is 
moral and metaphoric, as well as literal, and 
all these roads have their place in the narra- 
tor's journey toward Charlotte and in 
Charlotte's own journeys. 

The book is full of exact and remarkable 
detail, mingled with the bizarre and the 
grotesque, as is the narrator's mind. Mystics, 
crop circles, cryptic messages in the desert 
salt, and the narrator himself all make their 
home in the Nevada desert. For the most 
part, the combination of well-wrought prose, 
detail, and story line is fascinating, though 
perhaps a bit strained in spots-Charlotte's 
encounter with the showgirl and her dress, 
the happenings in the ghost town. Though 
everything is made to fit, the story lists a bit 
toward strangeness for strangeness sake. But 
this is a strange world. 

Charlotte's being a Mormon introduces 
Mormonism into that world, as she tests her 
upbringing. The narrator has his o\\n ends 
for religion: "I read every last word [of the 
Book of Moimon], of course, searching for 
clues, hoping for leverage on Charlotte. . . . 
At the end you are asked to look into your 
heart, to ask if these things are true. They 
count on people surprising themselves, being 
disconcerted, but I know my heart well. 
Where else could I go, where would I find 
mysell?" The narrator, imagining a celestial 
kingdom he could share with Charlotte, 
knows what the cost would be. It's a pleasant 
fantasy He discourses on angels, noting that 
Mormon angels are the hardest to recog- 
nize-no mlngs. Such theology is woven 
throughout and becomes a vital part of the 
novel's world, but not the whole. This world, 
this place, is ultimately the narrator's. 

In the end, the novel is disturbing-it's a 
disturbing story, made more so by being 
beautifully told. But it's a good read, too. I 
imagine This Is ihe Place to be a sign in its 
own right, a sign of a powerful young author 
who, I hope, will have more to offer. B 

PAUL RAU?LINS is a sciiior editor with Aspen 
Books and author of No Lie Like Love 
(University of Gcorgia Prtssl, a collection of 
sko~t stories. 
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MY NEW LIFE 
by Ron Molen 

Signature Books, 1996 
235 pages, $1 4.95 paper-back 

Reviewed by EricJo~ies 

A TALE of boys and 
tomboys, tree-houses, 
swords and BB guns, 
dead cats and railroad 
tracks, Ron Molen's Ally 
New Lije is a Tom 
Saivyer-esque. Str~nd by 
hle-ish recollective 
journey back into the 
narrator's idyllic Indiana 

childhood of the Great Depression. As his 
ne\r life begins, the seven-year-old, Mormon 
Tom Bradshaw-"Wart" to his budclies-has 
just moved with his family into a new 
Chicago suburb, and he immediately falls in 
\\.ith the rag-tags who run and play and fight 
in the back yards and empty lots around 
their homes. Their first misdeed? A bonfire 
burning-of almost religious import to these 
Litls-of their newly built dirt, grass, and 
\\~ood fortress-lest the "bastards" from 
across the tracks get the satisfaction of 
[caring it down. "Grumble stnlck the match 
on a rock that had some ritual meaning, then 
l i t  the torch. . . . Faces oranged by the flames 
rccorded a primitive joy, mouths open, eyes 
glistening. . . . Then the spell was broken. A 
man across the alley called, 'Fire!' and all hell 
brolie loose. . . . I realized then that life be- 
yond the back yard was frightening, con- 
f~~sing, unpredictable. I knew I never wanted 
to go hack." (8-9). 

Aly New 1.f~ is tom-foolery and a good- 
lime tale. The first time I read it, aloud, as my 
brother and I drove from Salt Lake to Los 
Angeles, we laughed ti1 we hurt. But Molen's 
tale also reaches into and underneath a 
)-oung boy's growing up and what that grow 
means to the recounting narrator. For while 
the narrator, Tom Bradshaw filty years later, 
is largely absent from the telling, there is an 
occasional and subtle glimpse of the gronn- 
up Wart as he interprets the events of his 
chilclhood: "To see the clustcr of trees in sil- 
houette at sunset, with hairless, chirping pri- 
mates [Wart's buddies] moving easily from 
tree to tree, was a spiritual experience-a di- 
rect revelation on the origin of the species" 
(19). This "revelation on the origin of the 
species" is, I think, the best reason to read My 
Nt7lc] L~fe, and begs two questions: Of what 
"species" is the narrator speaking?; and 
M'here does the species come from, what is 
its origin? 

On one level, the narrator is talking about 
the origin of the human species-how these 
kids flying through the air like monkeys 
must tell us something about our human 
evolution and also about our longings for 
fl)ing and freedom. But, another level is a 
revelation about these particular kids, how 
one grew up to narrate My Nciv LiJe. What 
species of person is Wart, and who is Tom 
Bradshaw? Who is this sympathetic, but not 
sentimental, narrator? Wart is that eight-year- 
old-boy who learned that hc never \i~anted to 
go back to the predictable, the safe. The 
species that emerges in Wart's new life is the 
kind of person who, not only through 
scratched knees and practical jokes but also 
by observing racism and crime in the con- 
fusing adult world around him, desires this 
new, though frightening and conlusing, life. 

The Wart that will e\-entually emerge to 
narrate the tale reminds me of the Pat Bagley 
cartoon wherein the liberal. free-spirit ex- 

horts the timid man in the egg shell: "Come 
out of your shell! Experience life with all its 
complexity, angst, transcendence, vicissi- 
tudes, joy, anguish, uncertainty, and existen- 
tial tragedy a i d  comic (Sttnctone, 
Dec. 1996) My NCIV Lije is the story of one 
such free-spirit fondly remembering child- 
hood and those two years which he can look 
back upon as his psychological coming-out 
into the frightening world. The tale is full of 
ritualistic games, primitive emotions, free- 
doms and losses. d l  told by the subtle voice 
of an understanding adult. 

This book is a ripping boyhood adventure 
story that succeeds in  being more. It takes 
readers into their own childhoods, and to 
seeing the pranks and quirks of childhood as 
spiritual elements, as the foundation for 
adulthood responses to life's complexities. 

EY 

ERICJONES is managng editorJor SUNSTONE. 

"No, n question period will notfollow!" 
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