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Some writers work with hammers, some with shovels, still others with pitchforks or chainsaws.  Cynthia Sample's tool of choice is the scalpel, an instrument she wields to thrilling, deliciously wicked effect in Forms of Defiance.  Each story in this stellar collection aims true and cuts deep, laying open the essential inner workings of our all too human selves.  Unnerving at times, and delightful all of the time, Forms of Defiance is a work of masterful literary dissection.

Ben Fountain, author of Brief Encounters with Che Guevara, Billy Lynn’s Long Halftime Walk

Cynthia Sample’s quirky and outrageously insightful stories sing with a voice so particular and peculiar that the reader can’t help but be seduced. I was. One after another, story after story, Sample entertains us, all the while sneakily investigating and laying bare all the secrets of humanity. I’ve never read anything like these – and I only want more. 

Robin Oliveira, author of My Name is Mary Sutter, I Always Loved You, Winter Sisters

In one of the stories in this stunning debut collection, Cynthia Croan Sample invokes the astronomical concept of parallax when describing a documentary her protagonist watches at an observatory: “The camera pulls back over and over again,” she writes, “each time showing what the universe looks like from that imagined vantage point.”  Forms of Defiance gives us fifty-three parallactic views on another kind of universe, the universe of fears, desires, hopes, and secrets inside us all.  Her book is brilliantly original, fiercely honest, and laced with a wise and heartbreaking wit.  In short, it’s the real thing: a book that truly matters.  I urge you to read it and share it with those you love.

David Jauss, author of Glossolalia: New & Selected Stories,  Nice People: New & Selected Stories II

Forms of Defiance is a restless, eccentric, witty book of stories that defy definition. Some stories are shorter than their titles. One is a list of Bible verses. One is a prayer diary. One is an essay about coffins. One consists of a recorded tornado warning alert. Cynthia Sample defies form by borrowing forms. The results are astonishing—astringently ironic, yet intimate. She is a mistress of the killer one-liner. And at the heart of every character is a special kind of bravado in the face of what life throws at us.

Douglas Glover, Author, Elle, Savage Love
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MY HUSBAND’S SILENCE is mostly thin, the world inside our house still, except for the ongoing prattle of Fox commentators on the state of the economy. Sometimes though, my husband’s silence thickens like a choking smoke: when he can’t find his keys or the television is on the fritz or his computer is having a conniption fit. Even if curses come out of his mouth, he remains poker-faced, which, after all, is a form of silence. It takes an expert to discern what he really means, what intentions lie under the surface of the stoic muscles holding his cheeks immobile and his forehead expressionless. It requires exquisite attention to know if the air is thin or thick, if the house is safe or dangerous, if he will come to me or no. 
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DANCE (danced, dancing)

Ecc  3:4 a time to d and a time to mourn

2Sa  6:14 d before the Lord

Ps 30:11  You turned my waiting into d

LUST (lusted, lusts)

Pr  6:25 Do not l in your heart

1Th 4:5 not in passionate l like the heathen

1PE 4:3 in debauchery, l, drunkenness

LOVE (beloved, loved, lovely, lover, lover’s, lovers, loves, loving, loving-kindness)

Ge 20:13 ‘This is how you can show you l’

22:2 your only son, Isaac, who you l

Jos 22:5 careful to l the Lord your God

ADULTERY (adulterers, adulteress, adulteries)

Lev 20:10 both the a and the adulteress must

Heb 13:14 for God will judge the a

Hos 3:1 she is loved by another and is an a

Jer 3:8 sent her away because of all her a

Ex 20:14 You shall not commit a

Mt 5:32 The divorced woman commits a

Mk 10:11 marries another woman commits a

Jn 8:4 woman was caught in the act of a  

DIVORCE (divorced, divorces)

Dt 22:19 He must not d her as long as he lives

Dt.  24:1 and writes her a certificate of d

Mal 2:16 “I hate d,” says the Lord God

Mt 19:3 for a man to d his wife for any reason

1Co 7:27 Are you married? Do not seek a d

LOVE (beloved, loved, lovely, lover, lover’s, lovers, loves, loving, loving-kindness)

Jdg1 4:16 You hate me! You don’t really l me

LIE (liar, liars lied, lies lying)

Lev 19:11 Do not l

Nu 23:19 God is not a man that he should l

1Jn 2:21 because no l comes from the truth

Ac 5:4 You have not l to men but to God

END (ends)

Ps  119:112   to the very e

Ps 1:19 such is the e of all who go

Ps 5:4 but  in the  e she is bitter as gall

Ps 14:13 and joy may e in grief

Ps 16:25 in the e it leads to death

Ps 19:20 and in the e you will be wise

FORGIVE (forgiveness, forgave, forgives, forgiving)

Ge 50:17 I ask you to f your brothers the sins

Ex 10:17 He will not f your rebellion

Isa 15:25 f my sin and come back with me

Col 1:14 in whom we have redemption the f

Eph 4:32 to one another, f each other

SECRET (secrets, secretly)

Dt 29:29 the s things belong

Ps  90:8 our s sins in the light

Pr 21:14 a gift given in s soothes anger

Jer 23:24 Can anyone hide in s places?

Mk 4:11 the s of the kingdom

Php 4:12 I have learned the s
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YOU MEET HIM at one of those cocktail parties held on top of a building in a loft in which lots of windows overlook Dallas. It’s 1980, and everyone here that isn’t smoking grass is drinking white wine. All of the young women are wearing silk miniskirts if we’ve had time to change, or else business suits with tiny bows at our collar, instead of ties; we do this because we’re feminists who just got off work. A lot of us aren’t married yet. We’re thirty and we’re nervous.

You are introduced into a little knot of people, including one athletic-looking Stephen, who holds the little knot enthralled with hilarity. A gorgeous set of twins sandwich him: a woman with big breasts and strong legs, and her equally gorgeous brother, who is sure to be a tennis pro or a stockbroker. Jokes become increasingly sexual until Stephen tells one about a threesome in Italy. He looks at you the whole time, as if this last joke was meant specially for you. You throw back your head and guffaw. Afterwards you wonder if the way you laugh was feminine enough for such a catch as he. You wonder a bit about the twins and the joke and whether he asked for your number from the hostess.

He calls. Predictably, he owns a convertible, a rust colored Fiat. The twins are cramped into the tiny black backseat. The restaurant is in a seedy part of town, where the prostitutes cruise, but it’s the best Tex-Mex in town, and you feel safe: two men after all. You laugh some, but not as often or as loud as the first time you met. It occurs to you that the twins might always date each other, feel a little titillation at the thought, but you dismiss luridness. That kind of thing doesn’t occur except in soap operas.

Stephen doesn’t push you for sex before marriage. Instead, you neck and pet and fantasize over the phone. The twins are the wedding attendants, and parents are jubilant that, finally, their children are settled. On your honeymoon, Stephen makes love to you every other morning. He calls the twins every day from the hotel in Mexico. At home, they meet the plane, and in the Fiat, drive you to your apartment.

Routine sets in. Stephen works at Republic Bank, analyzing debts, and you work at Fair Abstract and Title, studying heavy plat books to prove that people will own what they pay for. Stephen insists on buying a house in the best part of town, but you don’t fight the decision: the house is ivy-covered and has a fenced back yard with a swing set. The twins start to irritate you, and when the girl-twin gets married, you’re glad for the relief. You arrange dates for the boy-twin but nothing works out. One date asks if the boy-twin suffers post-traumatic stress or something because he was so erratic the whole night.

Sex settles into habit, once every three weeks. You’re thirty-five and starting to panic. The fertility specialist talks to Stephen alone. This makes you nervous because Stephen storms out of the doctor’s office and refuses to return. You call the doctor to ask why, but he doesn’t return your calls. Then, as if God saw you tossing and turning at night, a miracle happens: you conceive. The baby-girl is born perfect and you rejoice.

Parental demands are more taxing than you could have ever expected; returning to Fair Title loses its appeal. Stephen is now necessary in additional ways. The boy-twin attends all family functions and Stephen insists on his being your precious baby-girl’s godfather. “He’ll protect her. Know what I mean?” Stephen says this with a Marlon Brando accent then tweaks your breast. You cannot imagine why you laugh along with him. You remember the joke about Italy, and the intimate glance Stephen still gives you occasionally. At the christening, the boy-twin shows up with an engraved silver cup, vintage lace dresses, and Madame Alexander dolls. 

Time passes. So fascinating is your baby-girl’s development, you hardly notice that you initiate lovemaking more and more of the time. Stephen and the boy-twin take up kayaking, and take weekend trips on rivers you never see. When they return, Stephen doesn’t kiss you before he reads the mail. 

You ask him to stop going out of town. Baby-girl needs him: time not money. “Can’t you find a hobby for all of us?” you suggest. Stephen looks at you quizzically. “Give up the boating,” you repeat and you hear a dependent voice you would have deplored not even a year ago. Stephen replies, “Don’t be ridiculous.” The next time, you beg with a reddened face. “Why?” Stephen demands. You cannot bring yourself to answer. Finally, you insist. “Don’t do this,” Stephen replies, and heads to the garage to clean the kayak. He doesn’t touch you for months, but continues to tickle baby-girl’s feet and take her to the park most nights while you do the dishes.

In the dark, when you find the courage, you reach for him. You stroke his face, his arms, his hips, and his penis. Finally, he turns you over and rocks till he comes. When he leaves your body, he slaps you on the hips and says: “Thank you ma’am,” and laughs his golden laugh. As if nothing untoward had ever happened.

You turn your head into the pillow, fist the hem of the pillowcase. 

With proof.
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The Rule: Be nice.

The Defiance: Oops.
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I’LL START. BILL won’t help, though he promised. When I first saw this place, I complained at the filth, the dingy light, despite the huge windows. Bill protested that he’d clean the damn windows himself, for God’s sake. But of course, being Bill, he did not. So I’ll start; being clean on one side is better than nothing I guess. I’m the one that can’t stand them a second longer. I’d like to enjoy the view just once from a comfortable position. The scene is beautiful from the deck: the red-streaked bluff, the running river so clear that, if you squint, the green river bottom can be seen underneath the reflection of the bank on the other side.

Tol, our lawyer, built this place after his divorce, handed over napkin-ideas to some local contractor. “Make a man’s place,” he told the guy, “a solitary place.” Now Tol’s bought property around the bend. Now he wants a house big enough for his kids to come, and he sold this place to my husband. Tol evidently never cleaned it, or fixed it up. He just came up here to fish or sit and drink: defiance, I suppose. Bill came alone too for a while. I wasn’t asked along until now.

It’s part of the marital drift, the sum of a million little disconnects. The myriad irritations, seemingly inconsequential in and of themselves, that morphed finally into a rage at life in general: nothing turned out like you’d dreamed. Although your love started out bursting with the hope that your marriage would be different. That your intimacy would expand and not contract into nothingness like the end of old movies. That your romance would remain central to your being, instead of only remembered or felt at the end – at the funeral of whoever left first.

We’re here for only a week. Our kids, grown with families of their own and no longer the glue between Bill and me, say we need to “bond” again. So, to give our marriage one last try, we drove up here on the frantic interstate through the poverty of south Arkansas, and up into the Ozarks. Our mouths silent, golden-oldies bridging the gap between us, softening the edges of the encasement in ourselves. Our first night, the fans whir against the chirping of the birds, and our first morning, I wake to Bill already on the river. And the place is filthy.

Coffee, reading, a buttery scone. I see him standing in the water, his rod casting and casting the fly. Even if he were closer, I wouldn’t be able to make out his features, because the windows are almost opaque.

I pull out the cleaning supplies, start on the kitchen. In a couple of hours, my hands are rough with the cleaners, and I rest for a sweaty minute. No Bill, but the place is better. Still, the dirty windows rankle. I purse my lips as I watch him, casting and casting and casting. I imagine his mind void of me, and ignoring the state of this place.

So I’ll start. There’s vinegar, and a stack of old newspapers. I pull up a chair and climb up to reach the upper windows that overlook the river. I go back and forth, inside and out, to clean the few windows without screens, the ones I can reach. In an hour, I’ve done what I can do alone. Bill swore he’d clean everything when he bought the place. Of course, he put it off and now it’s left to me. My victim voice whines even to my own ears as I hear a “whoop-de-do” from the river; the fish are biting for him.

I sit down, with nothing else I can do alone. If the grime were only on one side, I could get them clear without any help. I try to distract myself with the novel I’ve brought. A philosophical book, a literary book, well suited to my interests, nothing at all Bill would read. Whenever I look up, obsession with the remaining grime niggles; it takes more and more effort to set the feeling aside and return to the book. Why the hell doesn’t he do something? Instead, he’s down there, throwing a string out into the water, over and over again. Alone, only nodding, still silent, water waist deep, probably freezing his ass
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