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Book provides a cautionary tale for women

Makenna Goodman

“The Shame.”

Milkweed Press, 2020.

As the book opens, Alma is driving
all night to an unknown destination,
fantasizing about escaping from a tiny
Vermont island surrounded by acres
of boiling lava to a pastoral haven of
fruit, flowers, and eternal happiness.
She achieves this nirvana by shooting
mlgratlng geese so they -
fall into the lava one after
another, their half-singed
bodies providing her with
stepping stones. The narra-
tive continues in flashbacks
which soon center upon the
Vermont homestead where
Alma and her husband,
Asa, have for the past sev-
eral years raised sheep and
cows, grown their own
vegetables and fruit, and
sugared their own trees.

Asa, we find, teaches
at a nearby college; Alma
stays home with their two
children (ages roughly 5
and 3), bakes bread, preserves food,
does dishes, and obsesses about her
artistic and maternal inadequacies.
As she drives on, her flashbacks and
meditations continue in a first-person
voice continually undercut by self-
doubt, frustration at “the invisibility” of
motherhood, and mixed feelings about
the capitalistic world she and Asa have
chosen to shun.

In the midst of her journey, Alma
reveals that she recently received an
offer from a Vermont toy company to
write and illustrate two brief, ecologi-
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cal stories about an owl and a raccoon;
her work would market the compa-
ny’s stuffed animals, and it

erhood that demonstrate the appeal of
“mommy blogs.” The third, Millwood’s
“To Have and to Hold”,

would pay well. Initially
excited, Alma later decides
that the job would commer-
cialize her talent, and she
accuses Asa’s supportive
comments as attempts to
sell her out.

Angrily,
she turnesback
to the novel that
she was plan-
ning. Unable to
portray herself
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suggests that the com-
panionship Facebook
seems to offer moth-
ers can easily turn into
competition: pictures
and texts create online
presences whose appar-
ent perfection is beyond
the reach of women
struggling with the real-
life challenges of moth-
erhood. Goodman’s
Alma is a victim of this

as a sympathet-

ic heroine, she
turns to the internet. There,
she comes across Celeste,
a Brooklyn artist-mother
with an extensive blog, an
active Facebook account,
a webcam, and an internet
presence of calm, sophisti-
cation, and artistic success.
Alma’s research first turns
to deep interest, then to
admiration, and finally to a form of
addiction that makes her measure time
not in minutes or hours, but in the time
between Celeste’s posts. Alma’s ob-
session has led to the all-night drive to
New York and the book’s conclusion.

This short, well-written novel is the
fourth Vermont book I have reviewed
that is concerned with the internet’s
influence on women.

Two of these—Lizer’s “Aren’t You
Forgetting Someone?” and Harrington’s
“Amateur Hour” —are collections of
sarcastically witty pieces about moth-

competition. The book’s
title, Goodman has said in
arecent Seven Days interview, reflects
the feelings “when you’re scrolling
through image after image after image
of lives you could have led, people who
could have been... children who seem
happier than your own, or vacations
you can’t afford. It’s just the shame!
The shame, the shame!” A great deal of
“mental and creative energy” goes into
women’s public personas, she argues,
and “it’s really sapping creatively, and -
really alienating. I wanted to write a
book about that.”

Her portrait of Alma, whose addic-
tion to the public persona of a woman
perhaps less talented than herself, is a
cautionary tale about Facebook’s abil-
ity to undercut women’s achievements
by comparing their real selves to other
women’s idealized personas. The result,
as Alma’s marvelously-rendered voice
illustrates, can be women’s endless
dissatisfaction with their children, their
lives, and their talents.



