The Holy Use of Gossip
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I once scandalized a group of North Dakota teenagers who had
been determined to scandalize me. Working as an artist-in-
residence in their school for three weeks, | happened to hit prom
weekend. Never much for proms in high school, | helped decorate,
cutting swans out of posterboard and sprinkling them with purple
glitter as the school gym was festooned with lavender and silver
crepe paper streamers.

On Monday morning a group of the school outlaws was
gossiping in the library, just loud enough for me to hear, about the
drunken exploits that had taken place at a prairie party in the wee
hours after the dance: kids meeting in some remote spot, drinking
beer and listening to car stereos turned up loud, then, near dawn,
going to one girl’s house for breakfast. | finally spoke up and said,
“See, it’s like | told you: the party’s not over until you’ve told the
stories. That’s where all writing starts.” They looked up at me,
pretending that it bothered them that I’d heard.

“And,” | couldn’t resist adding, “everyone knows you don’t
get piss-drunk and then eat scrambled eggs. If you didn’t know it
before, you know it now.” “You’re not going to write about that,
are you?” one girl said, her eyes wide. “I don’t know,” I replied, “I
might. It’s all grist for the mill.”

When my husband and 1 first moved to Dakota, people were
quick to tell us about an eccentric young man who came from back
East and gradually lost his grip on reality. He shared a house with
his sheep until relatives came and took him away. “He was a
college graduate,” someone would always add, looking warily at
us as if to say, we know what can happen to Easterners who are too
well educated. This was one of the first tales to go into my West
River treasure-house of stories. It was soon joined by the story of
the man who shot himself to see what it felt like. He hit his lower
leg and later said that while he didn’t feel anything for a few
seconds, after that it hurt like hell.

There was Rattlesnake Bill, a cowboy who used to carry
rattlers in a paper sack in his pickup truck. If you didn’t believe
him, he’d put his hand in without looking and take one out to show
you. One night Bill limped into a downtown bar on crutches. A
horse he was breaking had dragged him for about a mile, and he
was probably lucky to be alive. He’d been knocked out, he didn’t
know for how long, and when he regained consciousness he had
crawled to his house and changed clothes to come to town. Now
Bill thought he’d drink a little whiskey for the pain. “Have you
been to a doctor?” friends asked, “Nah, whiskey’ll do.”

Later that night at the steak house | managed to get Bill to eat
something—most of my steak, as it turned out, but he needed it
more than I. The steak was rare, and that didn’t sit well with Bill.
A real man eats his steak well done. But when | said, “What’s the
matter, are you too chicken to eat rare meat?” he gobbled it down.
He slept in his pickup that night, and someone managed to get him
to a doctor the next day. He had a broken pelvis.

There was another cowboy who had been mauled by a bobcat
in a remote horse barn by the Grand River. The animal had leapt
from a hayloft as he tied up a horse, and he had managed to grab a
rifle and shoot her. He felt terrible afterwards, saying, “I should
have realized the only reason she’d have attacked like that was
because she was protecting her young.” He found her two young
cubs, still blind, in the loft. In a desperate attempt to save them he
called several veterinarians in the hope that they might know of a
lactating cat who had aborted. Such a cat was found, but the cubs
lived just a few more days.

There was a woman who nursed her husband through a
long illness. A dutiful farm daughter and ranch wife, she had
never experienced life on her own. When she was widowed,
all the town spoke softly about “poor Ida.” But when “poor
Ida” kicked up her heels and, entering a delayed adolescence
in her fifties, dyed her hair, dressed provocatively, and went
dancing more than once a week at the steak house, the
sympathetic cooing of the gossips turned to outrage. The
woman at the center of the storm hadn’t changed; she was
still an innocent, bewildered by the calumny now directed at
her. She lived it down and got herself a steady boyfriend, but
she still dyes her hair and dresses flashy. 1’m grateful for the
color she adds to the town.

Sometimes it seems as if the whole world is fueled by
gossip. Much of what passes for hard news today is the
Hollywood fluff that was relegated to pulp movie magazines
when | was a girl. From the Central Intelligence Agency to
Entertainment Tonight, gossip is big business. But in small
towns, gossip is still small-time. And as bad as it can be—
venal, petty, mean—in the small town it also stays closer to
the roots of the word. If you look up gossip in the Oxford
English Dictionary you find that it is derived from the words
for God and sibling, and originally meant “akin to God.” It
was used to describe one who has contracted spiritual kinship
by acting as a sponsor at baptism; one who helps “give a
name to.”  Eric Partridge’s Origins, a dictionary of
etymology, tells you simply to “see God,” and there you find
that the word’s antecedents include gospel, godspell, sippe
(or consanguinity) and “sabha, a village community—
notoriously inter-related.”

We are interrelated in a small town, whether or not we’re
related by blood. We know without thinking about it who
owns what car; inhabitants of a town as small as a monastery
learn to recognize each other’s footsteps in the hall. Story is
a safety valve for people who live as intimately as that; and |
would argue that gossip done well can be a holy thing. It can
strengthen communal bonds.

Gossip provides comic relief for people under tension.
Candidates at one monastery are told of a novice in the past
who had such a hot temper that the others loved to bait him.
Once when they were studying he closed a window and the
other monks opened it; once, twice. When he got up to close
the window for the third time, he yelled at them, “Why are
you making me sin with this window?”

Gossip can help us give a name to ourselves. The most
revealing section of the weekly Lemmon Leader is the
personal column in the classified ads, where people express
thanks to those who helped with the bloodmobile, a 4-H
booth at the county fair, a Future Homemakers of America
fashion show, a benefit for a family beset by huge medical
bills. 1f you’ve been in the hospital or have suffered a death
in the family, you take out an ad thanking the doctor,
ambulance crew, and wellwishers who visited, sent cards,
offered prayers, or brought gifts of food.

Often these ads are quite moving, written from the heart.
The parents of a small boy recently thanked those who had
remembered their son with

prayers, cards, balloons, and gifts, and gave moral support to

the rest of the family when Ty underwent surgery...It’s great to



be home again in this caring community, and our biggest task now is
to get Ty to eat more often and larger amounts. Where else but
Lemmon would we find people who would stop by and have a
bedtime snack and milk with Ty or provide good snacks just to help
increase his caloric intake, or a school system with staff that take the
time to make sure he eats his extra snacks. May God Bless all of you
for caring about or “special little” boy—who is going to gain weight!

No doubt it is the vast land surrounding us, brooding on the
edge of our consciousness, that makes it necessary for us to call
such attention to human activity. Publicly asserting, as do many of
these ads, that we live in a caring community helps us keep our
hopes up in a hard climate or hard times, and gives us a sense of
identity.

Privacy takes on another meaning in such an environment,
where you are asked to share your life, humbling yourself before
the common wisdom, such as it is. Like everyone else, you
become public property and come to accept things that city people
would consider rude. A young woman using the pay phone in a
West River café is scrutinized by several older women who finally
ask her, “Who are you, anyway?” On discovering that she is from
a ranch some sixty miles south, they question her until, learning
her mother’s maiden name, they are satisfied. They know her
grandparents by reputation; good ranchers, good people.

The Leader has correspondents in rural areas within some fifty
mile of Lemmon—Bison, Chance, Duck Creek, Howe,
Morristown, Rosebud (on the Grand River), Shadehill, Spring
Butte, Thunder Hawk, White Butte—as well as at the local nursing
home and in the town of Lemmon itself, who report on “doings.”
If you volunteer at the nursing home’s weekly popcorn party and
sing-along, your name appears. If you host a card party at your
home, this is printed, along with the names of your guests. If you
have guests from out of town, their names appear. Many notices
would baffle an outsider, as they require an intimate knowledge of
family relationships to decipher. One recent column from White
Butte, headed “Neighbors Take Advantage of Mild Winter
Weather to Visit Each Other,” read in part: “Helen Johanssen
spent several afternoons with Gaylene Francke; Mavis Merdahl
was a Wednesday overnight guest at the Alvera Ellis home.”

Allowing yourself to be a subject of gossip is one of the
sacrifices you make, living in a small town. And the pain caused
by the loose talk of ignorant people is undeniable. One couple |
know, having lost their only child to a virulent pneumonia (a
robust thirty-five year old, he was dead in a matter of days) had to
endure rumors that he had died of suicide, AIDS, and even anthrax.
But it’s also true that the gossips don’t now all that they think they
know, and often misread things in a comical way. My husband
was once told that he was having an affair with a woman he hadn’t
met, and | still treasure the day | was encountered by three people
who said, “Have you sold your house yet?” *“When’s the baby
due?” and “I’m sorry to hear your mother died.”

I could trace the sources of the first two rumors: we’d helped
a friend move into a rented house, and I’d bought baby clothes
downtown when | learned that | would soon become an aunt. The
third rumor was easy enough to check; I called my mother on the
phone. The flip side, the saving grace, is that despite the most
diligent attentions of the die-hard gossips, it is possible to have
secrets.

Of course the most important things can’t be hidden: birth,
sickness, death, divorce. But gossip is essentially democratic. It
may be the plumber and his wife who had a screaming argument in
a bar, or it could be the bank president’s wife who moved out and
rented a room in the motel; everyone is fair game. And although

there are always those who take delight in the misfortunes of
others, and relish a juicy story at the expense of truth and
others’ feelings, this may be the exception rather than the
rule. Surprisingly often, gossip is the way small-town people
express solidarity.

I recall a marriage that was on the rocks. The couple had
split up, and gossip ran wild. Much sympathy was expressed
for the children, and one friend of the couple said to me, “the
worst thing she could do is take him back too soon. This will
take time.” Those were healing words, a kind of prayer. And
when the family did reunite, the town breathed a collective
sigh of relief.

My own parents’ marriage was of great interest in
Lemmon back in the 1930s. My mother, the town doctor’s
only child, eloped with another Northwestern University
student; a musician, of all things. A poor preacher’s kid.
“This will bear watching,” one matriarch said. My parents
fooled her. As time went on, the watching grew dull. Now
going on fifty-five years, their marriage has outlasted all the
gossip.

Like the desert tales that monks have used for centuries
as a basis for a theology and a way of life, the tales of small-
town gossip are often morally instructive, illustrating the
ways ordinary people survive the worst that happens to them;
or, conversely, the ways in which self-pity, anger, and despair
can overwhelm and destroy them. Gossip is theology
translated into experience. In it we hear great stories of
conversion, like the drunk who turns his or her life around, as
well as stories of failure. We can see that pride really does go
before a fall, and that hope is essential. We watch closely
those who retire, or who lose a spouse, lest they lose interest
in living. When we gossip we are also praying, not only for
them but for ourselves.

At its deepest level, small-town gossip is about how we
face matters of life and death. We see the gossip of earlier
times, the story immortalized in ballads such as “Barbara
Allen,” lived out before our eyes as a young man obsessively
in love with a vain young woman nearly self-destructs. We
also see how people heal themselves. One of the bravest
people | know is a young mother who sewed and
embroidered exquisite baptismal clothes for her church with
the memorial money she received when her first baby died.
When she gave birth to a healthy girl a few years later, the
whole town rejoiced.

My favorite gossip takes note of the worst and the best
that is in us. Two women | know were diagnosed with
terminal cancer. One said, “If | ever get out of this hospital,
I’m going to look out for Number One.” And that’s exactly
what she did. Against overwhelming odds, she survived, and
it made her mean. The other woman spoke about the
blessings of a life that had taken some hard blows: her mother
had killed herself when she was a girl, her husband had died
young. | happened to visit her just after she’d been told that
she had less than a year to live. She was dry-eyed, and had
been reading the Psalms. She was entirely realistic about her
illness and said to me, “The one thing that scares me is the
pain. | hope I die before I turn into an old bitch.” 1 told her
family that story after the funeral, and they loved it; they
could hear in it their mother’s voice, the way she really was.



