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Writing about the South should 
come with its own trigger warn-
ings. Flannery O’Conner learned 
that readers outside the region 
too often confused realism 
and the grotesque in her short 
stories. O’Connor still reigns as 
the shock queen of Southern 
Gothic, ruthlessly ready to mas-
sacre a whole family so a grand-
mother could get her cosmic 
come-uppance in O’Connor’s 
most anthologized tale, “A Good 
Man is Hard to Find.”
 
Ashleigh Bryant Phillips 
proves unafraid to bring her 
own “maimed souls alive” as 
O’Connor put it. Phillips can still 
shock us with the New South 
she depicts in her impressive 
debut collection, Sleepovers, 
winner of the C. Michael Curtis 
Short Story Book Prize. Lauren 
Groff, who judged the annual 
contest, rightly called Phillips’s 
stories “incantatory.”

Phillips drops us smack dab 
in the swampy, piney, humid 
region of North Carolina’s rural 
Halifax County with local land-
marks like the Arrowhead trailer 

park, J.J.’s grocery, and a slew of 
dollar stores. “You’ve really got 
to love this place to stay,” says 
one resident (186). In unflinching 
prose, Phillips doesn’t so much 
portray this place’s neglected 
children, troubled teens, suicidal 
men, and sad women, as chan-
nel their inner screams.

These are people haunted by 
ghosts and regrets. They some-
times sing out loud the bloody 
hymns of their fundamentalist 
churches, but Jesus doesn’t 
seem intent on saving them 
from their circumstances, which 
include drug addiction, mastur-
bation, pornography, sex traf-
ficking, bestiality, child abuse, 
and domestic abuse.

In the story “Unspoken,” Hal 
and Clara Parker contend with 
a young drug addict living next 
door with an unruly dog that 
gets into the Parkers’ hydran-
geas. Whereas Hal is losing his 
patience with the low-life neigh-
bor, his wife keeps trying to give 
the poor kid leftover meatloaf 
in Tupperware. Hal is ready to 
murder the neighbor or at least 
call the law when he catches the 

addict having sex with the dog. 
The situation gets even worse, 
but Phillips ducks the sensa-
tional, filling in the backstory of 
the long-married couple, who 
had lost a young child born with 
a defect. This story of shock 
and sorrow winds up in a sacred 
place, the Parkers’ local con-
gregation. “In her whole life of 
being in the church, Clara had 
never asked for an unspoken. It 
was a rare request, reserved for 
those who were brave enough 
to ask for prayers about the 
unspeakable” (51).

Phillips is a brave enough sto-
ryteller to give us stories about 
what too often is unspeakable. 
Most of these stories are told in 
first person point of view, typi-
cally from young girls or newly 
adult women, but Phillips isn’t 
confined by gender. In “The 
Bass,” Donnie Dunlow wrestles 
with his suicidal thoughts and 
being a good man to his young 
wife and child, but he’s tempted 
by the flirtatious Krystal, a clerk 
at the Duck Through conve-
nience store. He goes fishing 
at the pond where his wife had 
to rescue him from a suicide 
attempt. Phillips offers no easy 
resolution, but a convincing 
portrait of a man drowning in 
his own sorrows.

In “The Chopping Block,” the 
first-person narrator had a taste 
of a better life and a higher edu-
cation, even reading Sylvia Plath 
during a short stint at the Halifax 
Community College. She’s been 
dumped by a bad boyfriend she 
met on OKCupid and in Google 
Hangout. But she has a seri-
ous drug addiction and years 
of neglect with an infection in 

the back of her mouth. And she 
is too ashamed to see a dentist 
even if her worthless brother-
in-law pays for it: “as soon as I 
opened my mouth, the dentist 
would say ‘You’re a dumbass,’ 
and I’d say, ‘No, I’m just poor.’ 
And I didn’t want to have to say 
that” (188). 

Phillips reminds the reader 
that the only unforgiveable sin 
in American culture is the pov-
erty that tells people that they 
are worthless. She doesn’t ask 
us to pity or judge her char-
acters. What truly shocks the 
reader is Phillips’s compassion 
for these troubled souls.

Southern myth loves to por-
tray women as sassy belles in 
crinolines. In the hard-edged yet 
lyrical stories of Beth Gilstrap, 
women bear the brunt of the 
realities of our twenty-first-
century South: dead-end jobs, 
bad boyfriends, drug addictions, 
domestic abuse, broken mar-
riages, and broken hearts. In  
Deadheading & Other Stories,  
winner of Red Hen Press’s 
Women’s Prose Award, the 
Charlotte native gives us the lay 
of the land in evocative micro-
fictions and smartly plotted lon-
ger stories, often with recurring 
characters. 

In “No Matter How Fine,” and 
“Sale Day,” we follow Janine, 
who’s juggling an abusive girl-
friend with a potential new part-
ner. Her mother abandoned her 
years ago, her father is drinking 
too much; and Janine is trying 
to keep her head above water 
with a second-hand furniture 
boutique in a Charlotte of gen-
trified and blighted neighbor-

hoods. Janine still mourns her 
common-sense grandmother 
who died on Independence 
Boulevard “T-boned turning left” 
at the Exxon. “If her grandma 
was still alive, she would get her 
advice on buying. Woman had 
the best taste in the family. ‘Fab-
ric is like people,’ Grandma Sue 
would say. ‘Some of it strong, 
some of it weak, but always true 
to its character’” (58).

And so Gilstrap’s charac-
ters are true to themselves. In 
“Ain’t Nothing but Fire,” we see 
Janine’s father, Hardy, years 
later, sober and decamped for 
Myrtle Beach. His estranged wife, 
Loretta, tracks him down. Here 
and in other stories, Gilstrap is 
very good with her ear for the 
banter between long-time cou-
ples, even after bad marriages. 
Loretta is looking for a second 
chance, but may have waited too 
long with a cancer diagnosis she 
reveals to her ex. The story could 
end mawkishly, but Gilstrap lands 
masterfully with a flash-forward 
into the future.

WHO’S NOT AFRAID 
AFTER FLANNERY 
O’CONNOR?
a review by Dale Neal
Beth Gilstrap. Deadheading &  
Other Stories. Red Hen Press, 2021.

Ashleigh Bryant Phillips. Sleepovers: 
Stories. Hub City Press, 2020.

DALE NEAL is a novelist, teacher, and 
journalist in Asheville, NC. His most recent 
novel, Appalachian Book of the Dead 
(Southern Fried Karma, 2019; reviewed in 
NCLR Online 2020), was a finalist for the 
Thomas Wolfe Literary Award. 

BETH GILSTRAP is a writer, professor, and 
editor in Louisville, KY. She graduated from 
UNC Charlotte with a BA in English Language 
and Literature and an MA in English. She 
is also a graduate of the MFA program at 
Chatham University. Her work has been 
published in literary magazines such as 
Denver Quarterly, Ninth Letter, Minnesota 
Review, Wigleaf, and Gulf Stream. 

ASHLEIGH BRYANT PHILLIPS is from 
Woodland, NC. She has an MFA from UNC 
Wilmington and is teaching at Appalachian 
State University and in the low residency 
MFA program at West Virginia Wesleyan 
College. Her work has been published in 
Paris Review, Our State, Lit Hub, and Oxford 
American, among others.

ABOVE Ashleigh Bryant Phillips reading at 
the Pink Moon bar in Asheville, NC, 2021

ABOVE Beth Gilstrap after a reading at Bookmarks, a 
bookstore in Winston-Salem, NC, October 2021
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The book’s strongest pieces 
come at the end with two con-
nected stories about a woman 
named Layla after the Eric 
Clapton rock anthem. In “Still 
Soft, Still Whole,” she meets 
what seems like the man of her 
dreams, in Home Depot of all 
places, in a witty, flirting argu-
ment over when’s the best time 
to plant hyacinth. Layla and 
Beau’s courtship is too quick, 
at only two months, before 
they’re married.

Violence always lurks in the 
background of these stories, 
likely to blow up like a summer 
thunderstorm. A black snake eats 
some baby chicks in Layla’s ren-
ovated back garden. In a shock-
ing scene, Beau cuts the snake’s 
head and shakes out the dead 
birds from the reptile’s belly. 

The threat is more explicit in 
the title story, “Deadheading.” 
Layla has lost her house when 
a trio of baseball-bat wielding 
brothers come to collect the 
debts from her deadbeat hus-
band, who’s abandoned her. 
Layla moves to a dilapidated 
farm near Asheville. She’s still 
haunted by the abuse of her 
marriage, with snakes crawl-
ing through her dreams. But 
she had a chance to redeem 
herself from victimhood when 
she steps in to intervene in the 
child abuse she sees her neigh-
bor Adelaide inflicting on her 
young daughters.

In a shocking twist of vio-
lence worthy of O’Connor’s 
Southern Gothic classics, Layla 
proves herself. “She had done 
so much nothing before now” 
(229). And Gilstrap proves her 
mettle as a storyteller of our 
changing South. n

BEYOND THE  
DRAWL
a review by Katherine  
Abrams
Heather Newton. McMullen  
Circle. Regal House  
Publishing, 2022.

KATHERINE ABRAMS  is  the 
Managing Editor of Cold Mountain 
Review and a Lecturer in English at 
Appalachian State University, her 
alma mater. She also received an 
MFA at Goddard College and is a 
member of the Black Sheep Theater.

Practicing attorney HEATHER 
NEWTON is also a creative writing 
teacher at UNC Asheville. She is the 
author of the novel Under The Mercy 
Trees (HarperCollins, 2011), which 
won the Thomas Wolfe Memorial 
Literary Award, was chosen by the 
Women’s National Book Association 
as a Great Group Reads Selection, 
and was named an “Okra Pick” 
by the Southern Independent 
Booksellers Alliance. Her latest 
novel is The Puppeteer’s Daughters 
(Turner Publishing, 2022).

North Carolina fiction writer 
Heather Newton’s second book, 
McMullen Circle, is the intricate 
collection of stories I needed 
when I was first exploring the 
mosaic that is Southern litera-
ture. I wasn’t exposed to it as a 
young reader. Our bookshelves 
at home were a treasure trove 
of C.S. Lewis, Immanuel Kant, 
J.R.R. Tolkien, Adrienne Rich, 
and Sylvia Plath. I was intro-
duced to Southern fiction by the 
1984 novel Cold Sassy Tree by 
Olive Ann Burns, a paperback 
someone had given my mother 
as a gift, which sat, untouched, 
for weeks on her bedside table. 
I was thirteen, and within two 
paragraphs I was spellbound.

In particular, I was captivated 
by dialogue that wove words 
together like the threads of a bur-
lap sack, material strong enough 
to carry the weight of characters’ 
thoughts and feelings but porous 
enough to let sounds slip through 
the cracks and scatter like chick-
en feed. I wanted more of the 
sounds that felt foreign to this 
rural Midwesterner, but meaning 
that was deeply familiar.

I came to realize eventually 
that this literal transcription of 
Southern dialect isn’t required for 
a novel to be Southern, and when 
too heavy-handed could in fact 
be distracting. Heather Newton 
knows this, so McMullen Circle 
isn’t filled with the vernacular of 
mid-century North Georgia. It 
doesn’t need to be, because the 
intricate, curious, and integral 
vignettes of a small community 
are interesting enough.

The basic experience of liv-
ing in community is a universal 
one, complicated individually by 
our own nuanced experiences 
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of belonging and disconnection, 
of satisfaction and disappoint-
ment. McMullen Circle layers 
together the uniquely personal 
perspectives of the folks who 
make up Tonola Falls, GA, against 
the backdrop of a desegre-
gated South still sifting through 
the ongoing trauma of war in 
Vietnam. The voices of these 
neighbors and family members 
and the faces from their pasts 
reverberate against each other 
in what would be, were it writ-
ten in anything less than New-
ton’s intricately piquant style, 
a cacophony of tones. Instead, 
McMullen Circle amplifies the 
rhythmic, irresistible chorus of 
life in a small Southern neigh-
borhood.

In the opening story, “Wild 
Things,” Newton contrasts the 
drama of the upcoming inves-
titure of Prince Charles with an 
introduction to the McMullen 
Boarding School headmaster’s 
wife, Sarah Pierce. She has just 
tasked her daughter, nine-year-
old Lorna, and a boy from the 
neighborhood, eight-year-
old Chase, to pick dandelion 
greens from the yard for a lunch 
salad. Lorna and Chase appear 
throughout the book as they 
interact with characters that 
other stories focus on, a remind-
er of the freedom once available 
to children and the connections 
that grew from such unfettered 
exploration of their community.

Connections like Chase and 
Danny in “Tupelo Rose,” where 
the nostalgia of World War II is 
confronted with the reality of 
post-war PTSD. Danny, a tailgun-
ner who survived a deadly plane 
crash only to be captured and 
held for the remainder of the war 

in a POW camp, has a gentle 
reliance on Chase’s calming 
presence. “Danny rested a palm 
on the top of Chase’s head. He 
could feel the warm oil at the 
roots of Chase’s hair from all his 
running around. Danny’s trem-
ors began to subside” (36).

The book’s back cover will 
tell you that this novel-in-
stories is about heroism, and I 
won’t disagree. Each resident of 
McMullen Circle faces decisions 
and circumstances that require 
bravery and even heroic action 
of one category or another. 
But as I tell my university Eng-
lish students, “No one writes 
a book that is just about one 
thing.” So while the question 
of what makes a hero is cer-
tainly embedded in Newton’s 
collection, there are also other 
questions about family commit-
ment, community obligation, 
and social striation. These mag-

netic characters, certainly not all 
above reproach, are written with 
an empathy and charisma that 
lends a genuine kindness to even 
the most reflexively unpleasant 
of neighbors.

Newton did not invite us here 
to judge; rather we are asked to 
witness, to observe through the 
fullness of our own human vul-
nerability. And as she peels away 
the layers of these dozen stories 
to reveal the carefully hidden 
frailty that even a cocky bomber 
pilot cannot always conceal, the 
tremendous grief of a child’s 
transmuted love, or the heart-
breaking selfishness required to 
mother through difficult times, 
Newton walks us around the 
twelve hands of her clock with 
patience, clarity, and immeasur-
able compassion. At the end we 
are not relieved, exactly, of the 
burden of witnessing. More so, 
we are ready to begin again. n

ABOVE  Heather Newton (right) with author Annette Clapsaddle 
at City Lights Bookstore in Sylva, NC, 17 Feb. 2022




