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The first time | read Amy Row-
land'’s fiction, | was riveted by
her voice on the page. We were
in a graduate creative writing
workshop, excited to be five
hundred miles from home but
also feeling pretty out of place.
Her story showed me a new
vision of a familiar locale — rural
Eastern North Carolina, where
Rowland grew up and where |
often visited family. Her strin-
gent prose drew me in with its
dry humor and love of word
play, its ear for how folks talk,
or don't. Here is a young writer
already reading and thinking
seriously. Her sentences hear-
ken to Faulkner and Joyce but
are much more economical.
She was looking to writers who
plumb the timeless mysteries
of how people struggle to live
together in places where some
folks are always trying to keep
the upper hand, and everybody

knows everybody else’s business.

These very matters are at the
heart of Rowland’s haunting
second novel, Inside the Wolf.
The year is 2015. Rachel Ruskin
has come back to Shiloh, NC,
after being denied tenure at
her professor job in New York
City. Her brother Garland has
committed suicide, her parents
have died in a car accident, and
she’s the only one left to sort
out what remains in the house
on the tobacco farm where she
grew up. Rachel’s grief is further
compounded by her guilt over
the accidental death by shooting
of her best friend, Rufus, thirty
years earlier. Now that she's

back in the place where it hap-
pened, Rachel's memories are
inescapable. How can she begin
to make sense of the stories that
have been told and those that
have been kept hidden?

Rachel knows a lot about how
stories work, even though she
was not tenured because “the
committee said | was unable to
make my studies on women,
myth, and Southern folklore
relevant for the ‘discipline’ (6).
As it turns out, her studies do
prove relevant for her attempts
to come to terms with the com-
munity in which she was raised.
Her homecoming becomes a
kind of extended ethnographic
inquiry into how stories shape
life in her small Southern town.

The wolf in the novel's title
refers to real wolves Rachel
encounters on her farm and in
the surrounding woods, as well
as to the fictional, often villain-
ous wolves we know from fairy
tales. All sorts of story traditions
come into play in this novel,
which looks to Aesop for its epi-
logue, a brief fable called “The
Wolf and the Mastiff.” Through-
out the book are references
to Greek mythology, the Bible,
Mother Goose, and the Broth-
ers Grimm. And readers raised
in North Carolina likely will rec-
ognize two pieces of state lore
integral to the novel's plot: the
legend of Virginia Dare (the “first
English baby in the new world”
[43]) and the story of the Maco
Light. In this well-known North
Carolina ghost story, the spirit
of a decapitated train signal
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man searches the railroad tracks
by lantern light, looking for his
lost head. Amy Rowland moves
the tale from the nineteenth

to the twentieth century and
makes the headless ghost into
the great-grandfather of Jewel,
the mother of Rachel’s brother’s
child. Rachel and her family are
white, Jewel's family is Black,
and among the things Rachel
must come to grips with is how
their pasts intersect.

At one point, Rachel asks
Jewel if “[w]e tell ourselves lies
in order to live” (79), a clear
echo of Joan Didion’s famous
line: “"We tell ourselves stories
in order to live."* We can read
“in order to live" as “in order
to survive.” And, of course, in
the South “telling a story” also
can mean telling a lie. Ergo:
we tell ourselves lies in order
to survive. That's exactly what
Rachel's parents did: told a story
because they thought it would
give their family a better chance
at surviving a tragedy. But it
hasn't worked, and Rachel now
recognizes how so many of the
stories that fascinated her in
childhood also are not entirely
true — as well as how they are
connected to the even bigger lie
of white supremacy. About the
Virginia Dare story, she says, “It
started with a story | loved as
a child. That was the betrayal;
| had loved the story before |
knew the message it held” (43).

Another story that obsesses
Rachel is “The Witch Bride,”
about a woman who slips out
of her skin at night to roam out

* Joan Didion, The White Album
(Simon & Schuster, 1979) 11.

into the world, and how she
is punished for it. This story,
about a woman who isn't free
to move about as she wishes,
resonates with Rachel, who

left Shiloh in part because of
the limited options for women
there. Rachel is particularly
suspicious of motherhood and
what it demands of women who
live in this deeply patriarchal
society: “It became their one
and only role, made frighten-
ing because the very thing they
were lauded for, respected

for, valued for, was the same
thing that destroyed their self-
hood” (29). She has no use for
her parents’ religion and hates
their church, where women
aren’'t supposed to speak and
are expected to bow to the will
of their husbands and fathers.
When another child in the town
is accidentally shot to death,
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however, Rachel dares to
speak. Compelled to confront
the twin legacies of violence
and mendacity that have
destroyed her family and shad-
owed her life, she insists her
neighbors face the question:
how, in a gun-filled society,
can we keep our children safe?
Rowland is too smart a
writer to succumb to offer-
ing easy answers, but there
is a note of redemption as
the novel winds toward its
conclusion. Fairy tales and
folktales are often about how
underdogs use their cunning
to outwit the powerful; they
are also about transforma-
tion. In the end, Inside the
Wolf addresses the difficult
question of how a person may
be transformed by returning
home to a place where things
never seem to change. m
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