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Kate Bmverman fiction writer with a cat
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“Women who write stories
about women having lunch to-
gether should have their knee-
caps shot off,” said Kate Braver-
man when she spoke {0 me on
the phone about her latest novel,
“Wonders of the West,” .

Kate Braverman is a poet and
fiction writer with a cause, equal-
ity for women in the pages of
literature. *Until they (women in
fiction) can lead lives that mirror
the lives of contemporary worn-
en, we'll be second class.”

“A man who doesn’t fit into the
system, who is an outlaw or
leaves his family behind, is ro-
manticized,” said Braverman.
“He is a warrior seeking hLis
identify, but a woman outlaw is
just bad. When men Kl them-
selves, no one asks how many
chlldren have they left behind.
Women who destroy themselvas
are seen as pejorative.”

Braverman’s new novel, “Won-
ders of the West,” is a “coming of
age” story. What’s unusual is the
Southern California setting with
the focus on a young girl who is
dubbed The Poet, an emerging
artist, a saboteur of the system,

Sunday March 7, 1993

Braverman pointed out that
Jewish families are rarely por-
trayed as dysfunctional. In “Won-
ders of the West” when Jordan
Lerner, age 17, wants to know
about being Jewish, she is told:
“Synagogues are not for people
like us. You got to know the rules
to get in.” For Jordan, there is no
chicken scup, nurturing or reli-
gion.

The setting is the ’60s. Jordan
and her mother left New Jersey
to find the wonders of the west in
L.A. when Jordan was about 11
years old. As they traveled across
country, Jordan’s mother sold
their belongings for survival
money, chose a new name, Rox-
anne, and never again allowed
Jordan to call her Mother,

In LA, they move in with

Uncle Louie and Aunt Poris in
Palm Courts West, a4 subsidized
housing project filled with dying
patients and their families. All
the patients are receiving treat-
ment at the adjacent hospital.
When the patient dies, the family
has 90 days to move.

It is Uncle Louie, Roxanne’s
once-glamorous clder brother, a
successful bookie, who has can-
cer. Aunt Doris I8 a “speed
freak,” lost to diet pills. Their
lives between treatments pass at
a card table while they play
bridge, Hollywood gin, or whatev-
er.

Jordan’s mother, Roxanne,
spends her time at home in front
of the mirror, totally absorbed
with beauty products or packing

for her next disappearance. Jor-
dan’s mother is no more than a
reflection in the mirror. Even
when Jordan is raped, Roxanne's
response is, “You were in the
wrong place at the wrong time.”

Neighbors in the Courts have
no identity, they have been re-
duced to their disease and treat-
ments. The “intacts,” the Xds
whose parents are well, have
nothing to do with the kids in the

Courts. Jordan dislikes the girls

at school like Michelle Cohen
because someone cares enough
about Michelle to color coordi-
nate her clothes.

The pain in Braverman’s novel
is so unrelenting that when a
character succeeds, it leaves lit-
tle impression because the read-
er is too overwhelmed. Also,
success for a Braverman charac-
ter may not coincide with the
middle-class reader’s definition
of suceess.

Kate Braverman is a poet who.
also writes short stories and
novels, “Milk Run,” her first book
of poetry, was published in 1977,

" ‘Her first novel was “Lithium For

Medea,” the story of an LA
woman kicking a cocaine habit.
Her next novel, “Palm Lati-
tudes,” is the story of three single

Latinas in the barrio. Her first
collection of short stiries, “Sqan-
dering the Blue,” included *“Tall
Tales From the Mekong Delta,”
winner of the 1852 O. Henry
Award,

Kate Braverman’s writing 18
not easy to read. Sheisa writer's

writer, a poet’s writer. She be-
longs to the world of peocple for
whom words are music and imag-
ery. Using lyrical language, she
focuses on the ugliness in con-
temporary life.

In “Wonders of the West,” her
themes are contempt, terminal
illness and drugs - unpleasant
realities.

On th2 phone, Braverman said
that she had moved from poetry
to fiction because poetry is out-
side the mainstream of American
thought. I wanted to say, “Main-
stream is Stephen King, Danielie
Steele, John Grisham., Main-
stream i is pleasurable diversions.
Thought is not an issue.”’Kate
Braverman will never be main-
stream, She is challenging, sub-
versive and poetic, exactly what
I'm sure she wants to be.
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