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Where the Lake Becomes the River by Kate Betterton
Published: Wednesday, October 1, 2008 - 2:00 am
Reviewed by Ashtey Warllck
Kate Betterton's first novel, "Where the Lake Becomes the River," brings a resolute and electric new character to the congregation of Southern steel magnolias with Parrish McCullough.
As the novel opens, one sultry civil rights-era Mississippi Fourth of July, Parrish sifts through several romantic propositions, her mother's fretful social demands, and her senior year's stack of term papers, most of which circle the subject of death. Poised at the cusp of adulthood, heavy with life already lived and life about to be, there is no mistaking Parrish for a child narrator: her voice and her attention turn always toward the knotty problem, the lush description, and a particular brand and metaphysical detachment from the world. She is obsessed with other cultures, other times and places and, specifically, what it might be like to die there.
"I retreat from the house, time-travel, te/eport myself to other eras and continents. I dwell with a Stone Age tribe on the Mediterranean, suffer with Shackleton's Antarctic expedition, march through Augustus' Roman Forum, worship the One True God with Ikhnaton and Nefertiti, travel with Marco Polo, and pilot a doomed Kamikaze plane. Librarians love me, staple extra cards to my check out record."
This brand of fervor has strong roots in Parrish's past. When she was born, her father was a major in the Army, stationed with his young family in post​war Japan, where cultural prejudices ran against them. Back home in Mississippi, the racial landscape reversed, but never seemed to level. Parrish's father retired to his family, to backyard lessons in the stars and their constellations, fairness and its place in the cosmos, quietly bringing his own brand of humanism to bear on those around him. But he died when Parrish was six, leaving her mother fragile and bereft, her four brothers and sisters to make their peace with their own grief, and to grow up fast.
Like other literary young women at the business of seeking meaning from their lives, (Peyton Loftis in "Lie Down in Darkness," Franny Glass in "Franny and Zooey" come to mind) Parrish can seem at the edges of her sanity, both to those around her and to the reader.
The chapters are self-sustaining, the movement through time not entirely chronological, which lends the narrative a kind of hand-held camera quality. And Parrish is a paradox. She is drawn to the plain unvarnished truth, yet holds fast to childhood illusions of knowledge and control. She researches genocide, because history repeats itself. She confronts her town's Grand Dragon when a busload of black children are bombed, believing her voice can make a difference. But, too, she trusts in omens, ghosts, voodoo, that just plain wishing for something to happen can make it so. It's this careful balance in her character, between idealism and morbidity, between faith and resolution that makes her story so compelling to read.
'Where the Lake Becomes the River" is the 2008 winner of the Novello Literary Award, given by the Noveilo Festival Press of Charlotte, N.C., the only small press in the country funded by a public library. 
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