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Debut Novel Explores Redemption
A newly published literary novel by Carol Panerio of Spearfish, South Dakota, entitled Then Face to Face, hit the shelves in September. In a review by Jeanne Rogers, author of Standing Witness: Devils Tower National  Monument, A History, “[Panerio] weaves a rich story of self-sabotage and alienation, family patterns and estrangements, catastrophe and redemption. Set against the backdrop of a village in the lush countryside of northern Italy, her lyrical narrative is grounded in Italian culture, strong family dynamic, and one man’s struggle for absolution.”
The story line, which Rogers maps, is compelling. She says, “Dante Carlucci, an ailing, lonely widower, is desperate to reconcile with the family of his son—his only child—before he dies. But he harbors a secret, and hides behind an armor of self-justification and resentment, with his intransigence and rigid principles creating an ever-growing rift. His young grandson’s innocent wisdom and a terrible accident propel Dante, and the family, toward fundamental change, showing that even the most intractable situation can be transformed. Renewing relationships and attitudes can be agonizing, but for the Carlucci family, it is never without hope.”

The appeal of this book lies in its characters, who are like that maddening uncle, cousin, or neighbor, whom you nevertheless love and would help, if only he or she would listen to you. It is a story that will keep you reading, and one you will hate to finish.  A reader comments, “It’s one of those books you hate to have end because it’s like losing good friends.” Another says, “. . . I was nearly late for work one day as time flew by while I was reading.”
“I like characters who aren’t perfect,” Panerio says, “characters who aren’t all good or all bad. They should be like people you know—with little quirks that are baffling, yet sometimes endearing. For example, Dante Carlucci, the story’s protagonist, has qualities that range from admirable to absurd. Big-hearted but backward-looking, and principled to a fault, he refuses to enter supermarkets because they are ‘the death of community.’ ” The reader can’t help but love Dante in spite of his hard-headedness. His slow change is excruciating, but never without hope, because he values the love of family. 

 “To seem real, a story shouldn’t make life unfold like a fairy tale,” says Panerio. “Few things in my life have been that easy. Life can be a struggle, yet still have redeeming moments, little joys, small triumphs. These moments are jewels in the darkness of despair.   I like to hear that someone has had a difficult row to hoe, yet has risen above his history or his circumstances to at least be at peace with himself.”

“Dante almost clings to his pain,” she goes on to say. “Mentally he makes a self-promoting comparison between his depth of understanding and that of those who’ve led easy lives:”  

. . . People who have suffered understand each other. It's as if you belong to a secret società—The Society of Sufferers. Outsiders don't know the rules, the symbols, the guidelines. But insiders don't even need words to communicate. A hand on the arm will do. . . . People who haven't known pain don't look you in the eyes, they look someplace in front of you. They're not really listening. They're afraid of what you know—what it took to know it. With them, politics is fine, but not the pain in your heart.
Paul Higbee, columnist for South Dakota Magazine, says in his review of the novel, that it is “grounded in real-world grit . . . beautifully written by an author we sense knows intimately the worlds to which she takes us.” He calls her novel “a sophisticated piece of story-telling.”  

Panerio writes about pain from experience.  Her husband, who she says was the strong one in their marriage, had a debilitating stroke that left him without the ability to speak. “I had to find strength I didn’t know I had. It was a bitter pill, but forced me to change. The antagonist in the story—Dante’s daughter-in-law—also goes through this type of rebirth.” 
According to Panerio, a quote from Anatole France echoes her feelings: "One must never lose time in regretting the past nor in complaining about the changes which cause us discomfort, for change is the very essence of life."
Panerio’s personal essays have been published in The Christian Science Monitor and in the anthologies In the Shadow of the Bearlodge: Writings from the Black Hills, and Chicken Soup for the Soul: Empty Nesters. Her novel Then Face to Face is available from Backpocket Books, 364 Farrall Rd., Sundance, WY 82729, gcollier@rangeweb.net, and sells for $13.95 plus $2.00 postage.

