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the mysterious visit made earlier o
Camargue by a woman claiming both
to be and not to be his estranged
daughter, or Camargue's announced
intention to disinherit Natalie Camar
gue Amo — an intention he did not
live to fulfill

Was Camargue’s death accidental? Is
the woman who calls herself Natakie
Armo his rightful heir? These are the
obvious questions in Death Notes; less
obvious are the questions Wexford
must ask himself as to what constitutes
an identity. Is it something fixed and
permanent like a passport, or a fluidity
within us that alters not only because
of how and where we live but from
generation 1o generation? In Death
Notes Wexford must read berween the
lines

His suspicions take him to Califor-
nia, following the Pacific Highway for
possible clues left in Los Angeles sub-
urbs or Carmel motels where Armo
may have lived On that trail Wexford
seeks as well an understanding of him-
self as an aging deteaiive in a modern
world

Questions of identity suit Ruth Ren

dell. Author of 20 mysteries and two
collections of shor stories, the British
ex-journalist writes rwo very different
kinds of novels. The Wexford series of
police procedurals moves at the pace
of Kingsmarkham itself, a middle-sized
village feeling the intrusions of city
life. These are sharp portrayals of or-
dinary people who find themselves ex-
traordinarily linked by violent death.
Rendell's non-series novels (such as A
Demon in My View, which received
the 1975 British Crime Writers Associa-
tion Gold Dagger Award) explore the
forces that lead individuals to commit
outrageous acts. Her criminals are
themselves victims of the necessary
transition in English society from its
past structured social classes to a chaos
of classlessness.

Death Notes can be read at any point
in the Wexford series with equal plea-
sure and respect for Rendell’'s mastery
of the genre. Those reading the
eleventh Wexford adventure need not
return to the first for full appreciation
of detecive or author, and will find
themselves satisfying the hunger mys-
teryphiles share for deeply-rooted

characters and suspenseful plotting.
R. Sue Smith
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America Now: The
Anthropology of a
Changing Culture

MARVIN HARRIS
Simon & Schuster, $12.95

T o many Americans, it would seem
the American dream has finally
turned into a nightmare of cosmic
proportions. One need only read the
morning’s headlines for confirmation
of America’s sad realities —seen in an
evergrowing miasma of bloody vio-
lence, decaying morals, sexual confu-
sion and economic uncertainty. But
while many Americans simply throw
down their newspapers in despair or
stop reading them entirely, Marvin
Harris artempts 1o sort out the whole
mess via anthropological methods that,
while not exacly scientific or original,
do make for mildly amusing cocktail
party conversation.

After spending a lifetime studying
cannibals and kings, Harris, an an-
thropologist at the University of
Florida, has turned his eye to analyzing
America's problems in a pedestrian
book entitled America Now: The An-
thropology of a Changing Culture.
Here he examines the seemingly unre-
lated phenomena of American culture
(including the rise of homosexuality,
cults, crime, shoddy goods, women's
liberation and inflation) and theorizes
that they are all causally linked.
Acknowledging that we are a nation of
manipulators and manipulated, Harris
traces the root of our cultural troubles
to the drastic changes that have oc-
curred in America's economy and so-
cial structure since World War II. The
twin terrors of American big business
and American government are blamed,
the former for uniting into all power-
ful oligopolies, the laner for being an
inefficient bureaucracy that excells at
proliferating more inefficiency. To-
gether, says Harris, they've worked to
destroy the very foundations of the
American dream. But writing about
cause and effect relationships is a

tricky matter; while Harris takes on
some interesting issues — like why
there's high unemployment among
blacks, deteriorating nuclear families,
women who work and vocal
homosexuals — he fails to completely
convince us of the connections be
tween these phenomena. The most in-
teresting chapter is that on homosexu-
ality, in which Harris discusses the
practice in primitive and vanished cul-
tures.

Many of the questions Harris raises
simply cannot be answered because
American society has no yardstick by
which to measure itself, being a
unique nation of diverse ethnic and
cultural entities without a common
thread. In addition, and quite obvi-
ously, the new technologies of our
time are going to affect America in
ways we cannot yet predict since we
have nothing to which they can be
compared. One thing Harris’ book
makes quite clear—in an age of decay-
ing morals, traditions and economy,
America has very little to comfort it . ..
and much to fear.

L. R Higa
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