The Heart Is Deceitful Above All Things

A Reader’s Guide

“Disappearances”

1. “Disappearances” begins with a description of Bugs Bunny’s “wolf dog” smile, and, throughout all of the stories, smiles become markers by which Jeremiah reads others’ intentions.  

¬
Which characters reveal themselves or their intentions by their smiles?  

¬
Does Jeremiah accurately read their intentions?  

¬
Do any of the characters fool him by masking cruel intentions with seemingly harmless, comforting smiles?  

Jeremiah’s own smiles often come at unexpected moments, in scenes that make smiling seem illogical or incongruous.  

¬
What things make him smile?

¬
How do the sources of his smiles change as he grows older?

2. At times, Jeremiah enjoys the consumer-culture trappings and media-saturated entertainments that most deem to be parts of childhood normalcy. 

¬
What are his favorites, and what is the relevance of those choices?

¬
Does his fondness for certain toys, superheroes or cartoons appear to be aligned with the popularity of those same things in more “normal” (whatever that is) childhood environments?

3. We get a brief glimpse of childhood normalcy in passages about Jeremiah’s life with his foster parents.  (Although, whether that assertion is accurate might be worth questioning.)

¬
What is the scope of devastation wreaked upon the child when Sarah wrests him from the home of his foster parents and proceeds to convince him that they are nothing more than “fucking fosters”?

4. During and after Sarah’s phone conversation with the foster parents, Jeremiah shows spunk and determination that his mother and others repeatedly undermine and try to crush. 

¬
How successful are their efforts to destroy his sense of self, his agency to act on his own behalf and stand up for himself?

¬
What is the trajectory of this battle of wills?  (A downhill battle?  A rollercoaster ride?)

¬
Does Jeremiah ever regain the courage to fight back that he shows in the first pages of “Disappearances”?

5. The tiny boy shows true bravado when he escapes from Sarah’s bungalow during the night.

¬
How significant is his bed-wetting accident to his flight?

¬
From where does he garner the strength to set out in a dark, unfamiliar landscape filled with frightening sights and sounds?

6. Jeremiah’s bold escape ends at a “ledge” with a devastating epiphany, a moment of dreadful clarity for the character and for the reader (for this reader, anyway).  

¬
What are the unspoken repercussions suggested in that rich yet heartbreaking paragraph that begins “At that ledge. . . .”? 

7. The scene in which Sarah “rescues” Jeremiah from the police station sets the stage for future encounters with authorities and institutions.

¬
How does this initial distortion of “good guys v. bad guys” play out in the stories that follow?  

8. As Sarah shreds her son’s connections to and trust in others, her shortcomings as a parent become painfully obvious.  Yet she too is still a child whose childhood also was wrought with trauma.

¬
Is Sarah a sympathetic character (in terms of the reader’s response to her, not of her response to the other characters)?  Why, or why not?

¬
What are her most egregious (remarkably bad) missteps as a mother?

9. A number of things, both abstract and concrete, disappear from Jeremiah’s life in this first story.

¬
In which passages does LeRoy write of these “disappearances”?

¬
What “disappearances” are implicit, understood by the reader but not expressly written?

10. “Disappearances” introduces the reader to Luther, the first in a series of boyfriends and husbands snagged by Sarah.  

¬
What does Luther have in common with the other men in Sarah’s life?

¬
What are her criteria for choosing her boyfriends and husbands?

11. This initial story also reveals Sarah’s sly use of playing roles and assuming identities to obtain what she needs.

¬
How does she implicate Jeremiah in her manipulative theatrics?

¬
What lasting effects do name-changing and gender-switching have on the child?

“The Heart Is Deceitful Above All Things”

12. The Biblical Jeremiah is sometimes referred to as the crying prophet.  

¬
What significance, if any, can be teased out of that connection of the two Jeremiahs?

13. Jeremiah narrates a vivid account of a recurring dream in which his limbs detach and are carried away by crows.

¬
In light of the closing of that passage (“I wake up screaming, struggling to reattach”, pp. 44-45), what interpretation(s) of that dream come to mind?

     The nightmare recurs at the onset of the vicious rape scene (committed by “the one she married”, p. 46) and again at the story’s closing, when Jeremiah is receiving medical treatment for his post-assault injuries.  

¬
Why might LeRoy have chosen these specific scenes as connections to the dream?

¬
Why does LeRoy choose not to give “the one she married” a name?

14. The closing lines of “Heart” exemplify a recurring stylistic technique that LeRoy skillfully uses throughout the book: interweaving two (or more) threads of dialogue, action and description in various combinations.

¬
What other passages has he written using that technique?

¬
What impact do these tightly-meshed, switchback passages have upon the reader?

¬
How does LeRoy write them successfully so as not to make them too confusing?

15. In this story, the reader witnesses an array of atrocities that the defenseless boy will suffer repeatedly at the hands of his mother and her men.

¬
What forms of abuse are catalogued in this story? 

“Toyboxed”

16. One of Heart’s most haunting images appears when the social worker/therapist leads Jeremiah out of the session room, past the drum bin that holds the two dolls.

¬
How successful is her approach in trying to help the child?  

¬
What mistakes does she make?

¬
How significant is the moment when Jeremiah is hurried out of the room before he can separate the dolls?

17. During this particular hospitalization, Jeremiah has some contact with other children.

¬
How do their situations differ from his?

¬
How does the presence of other children ease or exacerbate his hospital stay?

18. In addition to the scene mentioned above (#16), another heartbreaking moment occurs as Jeremiah is led through another door, this time by his grandmother to the door of an elevator.

¬
What other scenes (in this story and others) achieve dreadful or poignant finality by the closing (often slamming) of doors?

19. The recurring symbol of bleach appears first in “Toyboxed.”

¬
In “Toyboxed” and the stories that follow, what things—abstract and concrete—does bleach seem to represent for Sarah, Jeremiah, and those in the grandfather’s house?

“Foolishness Is Bound in the Heart of a Child”

20. Jeremiah’s anticipated vision of his grandfather as a benevolent guardian “with a white Santa’s beard and rosy cheeks and chocolate coins in his pocket” (p. 57) soon is dispelled when he reaches the man’s home.

¬
Where does Jeremiah get the idea that he and his grandfather are on the same side, his belief that the man has saved him?

¬
To what sort of household has he been brought? 

¬
How are rules established and discipline meted out to Sarah’s siblings?

21. Although Jeremiah’s tormentors (Luther, the grandfather, the leather-clad sadist in “Natoma Street”, etc.) use a belt instead of the usual whip, they perform flagellation, a flogging used for religious discipline or sexual gratification.  

¬
What does that imply about the men who flagellate Jeremiah, particularly the grandfather?

¬
Does the grandfather get sexual pleasure from beating others?

¬
What other evidence of the grandfather’s sadistic nature does LeRoy write about?

¬
Does he abuse his wife?

22. The events in “Foolishness” and “Lizards,” the following story, reveal much about Sarah.

¬
What do these stories offer as (partial) explanations for Sarah’s behavior?

“Lizards”

23. When Sarah returns to her father’s house to retrieve Jeremiah, the grandfather behaves in an odd, unexpected, unexplained manner.

¬
Why does the man speak “without his commanding sermon voice” (p. 80)?

¬
What is that “something strange in his voice” that seems so out of character to his grandson’s ears (p. 80)?

¬
Why do this man and his wife stand silently as Sarah and Jeremiah exit?

¬
What is the source of Sarah’s power over her father?  (That power is made explicit in the following lines on pp. 80-81: “‘My kid, right?’ she says. ‘Or is he yours? I’m the whore, I can’t remember, maybe you can.’” “‘What will you do, calls the cops?’” [Note to JT or publisher: my edition has “calls” instead of “call.”  Typo?]   “‘He won’t fuck with me,’ she slurs. . . . ‘I got it over him.’”)   

24. The scenes in which Sarah’s brother Aaron appears reveal the pall of dysfunction that looms over his family’s life. 

¬
Taking into account the scenes in which Aaron appears, what effects are his disciplinarian father’s brutalities having on the boy?  

¬
Likewise, what distorted thinking arises on Jeremiah’s part as a result of unbridled discipline?

25. The passage in which Jeremiah regales his grandfather with the “Annie-christ,” the “Sex Pistols psalm,” “Stinky” and “Too Drunk to Fuck” show LeRoy’s skill at mixing comedy and tragedy (a skill even more evident in Sarah).

¬
What writing strategies does he use to achieve this sometimes ludicrous contradiction?

26. Like the bleach in “Toyboxed,” the boy-in-a-box image that first arises as Aaron’s punishment shows up in later stories.

¬
What part do such images play in Jeremiah’s journey from West Virginia to California?

¬
Are all the boy-in-a-box images as brutal as the original one of Aaron’s imprisonment?

27.  The introduction of Milkshake informs the reader that Jeremiah’s lot is shared by other children in equally dire circumstances.  (Those who have read Sarah will recognize in Milkshake a foreshadowing of what is to come as Jeremiah reaches his teenager years.  The same holds true for Schneider Truck.) 

¬
Given their circumstances, how successfully do Milkshake, Jeremiah, and others like them exist without the security of a typical, nuclear family?

¬
What price do these children pay for their survival?

28. At times, the role-playing that Sarah and her son enact involves the parent-child relationship as well as gender switching.  

¬
Where in “Lizards” is the moment when Jeremiah appears to realize that his mother needs to be taken care of and that he is the only one she can rely on? 

“Baby Doll”

29. Jackson, Sarah’s “new boyfriend [who] is born again,” becomes the victor’s trophy in a   jealous competition between Jeremiah and his mother.

¬
What does Jackson have in common with the other men is Sarah’s life?

¬
How does Jackson’s behavior reflect his “born again” Christianity, and how does it question the validity of his claim to renewed faith?

¬
What purpose (symbolic or otherwise) do the fairy stones play in this story?

¬
How does that purpose change when Jeremiah confesses to truth behind his uncanny ability to “find ‘em like an old horse finds glue”?

¬
What meanings lie beneath LeRoy’s choice of Sermon Mount as the satellite TV show that Jackson is watching on page 129?

30. Jackson relishes sexual role-playing that casts him as “Daddy” and his partner(s) as “baby,” “Daddy’s little girl,” and, of course, “baby doll.” 

¬
As Jeremiah overhears Jackson and Sarah engage in their role-specific foreplay, how does he interpret their behavior in terms of his own needs?

¬
What connections can be made among the role-playing, the cigarette-lighter torture, and Jeremiah’s drag make-up?

31. LeRoy’s first-person narrator speaks convincingly as a child “in the moment” when describing his own erratic mental, emotional and physical states (read as traumas).  Yet, the narrator also speaks in a voice that is mature and objective, as if he were a disembodied observer, a voice outside and apart from “all the voices inside [that] scream” at him (p. 123). 

¬
Which passages best illustrate this “double-voiced” narration?

¬
How does this technique affect the reader’s engagement with the text?  

¬
Does the seemingly distant voice of the narrator help to alleviate the reader’s unease that is triggered by some of the harsher scenes?

32. The cigarette-lighter scene begins with one of Jeremiah’s boldest displays of personal strength: “‘I want a haircut!’ I feel strong in my anger .  .  . ‘I’m not a girl and I want a haircut, OK?’” (p. 121).  

¬
How does Sarah cripple the self-esteem and self-defense that her son momentarily exhibits?

¬
How many mixed messages does Jeremiah receive about his “thing”?

¬
What distorted conclusions does the child reach about his penis and his personal sense of worth?

¬
How much of what happens in “Baby Doll” resonates as foreshadowing to the later scenes in “Natoma Street”?

33. “Baby Doll” occasions a number of references to bodily excretions—sperm, blood, urine, tears—and bleach, scalding water, lubricant and Krazy Glue.  

¬
With what does Jeremiah associate each of these fluids, and how do his associations become distorted?

34. Jeremiah’s world-view and fragile sense of well-being grow more distorted.

¬
How does the inner turmoil affect his senses, particularly his sight?

¬
What lies at the root of his mental/visual hallucinations? Only emotional trauma?  A history of drug abuse perpetrated by Sarah? 

35. In “Baby Doll,” LeRoy once again displays his skill in using a jumbled yet skillfully placed chronology to underscore the impact of each scene.  

¬
What does careful examination reveal about his juxtaposed chronology?

¬
Can a pattern be detected?

¬
How would a more linear chronology impinge on our ability as readers to digest the material, particularly the more horrific passages?

36.  Throughout “Baby Doll,” the narrator speaks of moments that exemplify the ever-increasing fragility of Jeremiah’s ability to cope.  

¬
When does the world seem to be crashing down around him?

¬
At what moments does the child disassociate with the reality of what happens to him? 

¬
In what circumstances does he fantasize about escaping into another dimension? 

37. LeRoy writes of a stray dog and an abandoned doghouse in “Baby Doll.

¬
What symbolic parallels obtain between the human story and the canine references?

“Coal”

38. “Coal” reminds us that those who still think of substance abuse as a mainly urban problem fail to grasp the scope of the illegal drug-trade’s infiltration into rural areas.

¬
What are the ramifications of Sarah’s drug-induced paranoia?

¬
To what extent does Jeremiah buy into his mother’s irrational fears of people and things?

¬

39. The narrator says, “It’s always easy to convince people it’s OK because if it isn’t, they’d have to get involved” (p. 162).  

¬
How accurately does that indict contemporary culture in terms of apathy, or self-absorption?  

¬
What are the implications concerning the growing sense of alienation in the postmodern world?

40. The passages of Sarah’s supermarket melt-down heighten the sense of danger with which Jeremiah lives daily.

¬
Where has the child learned to be the compassionate guardian he becomes after they run from the supermarket?

¬
How does Jeremiah avoid stepping over the line that marks the unstable border of Sarah’s irrational fury?

¬
To whom does Sarah pose a greater danger, herself or her son?

41. Sarah’s self-prescribed use of Ipecac as “antidote” suggests a similarity to the binge-and-purge cycle of certain eating disorders.

¬
What other parallels are suggested in connection with food, appearance, safety and acceptance?

42. Coal, as a symbol, is packed with possibilities for interpretation.

¬
How does coal figure in Sarah’s tragic history?

¬
What added significance does coal lend in terms of the WV setting?

¬
Why does Jeremiah see the large and small lumps of coal as parent and child?

¬
How does the history of coal, in terms of formation and extraction, deepen its use as a multi-layered symbol in “Coal”?

43. Although certainly flawed, Chester stands above the other men in Sarah’s life in that he abuses neither her nor her son. 

¬
What are the dynamics of the relation between Chester and Jeremiah, and how does their friendship (appropriate word?) depart from the usual cycle of abusive dysfunction found in earlier stories?

¬
Does Chester make specific gestures of kindness that endear him to the reader as a basically decent human?  If so, what are those gestures?

44. Buddy provides moments of safety and humor for Jeremiah as well as for the reader.

¬
What is unique about the friendship between this giant of a man and his tiny buddy?

¬
What parallels can be drawn between slow, lumbering Buddy and other fictional characters cut from similar cloth?  Which ones also involve a bond between a man-child and a child forced to grow up too soon?

45. “Coal” holds some of Heart’s more lighthearted moments.

¬
How does LeRoy use humor to remind the reader of Jeremiah’s youthful naïveté?

46. Immediately following the “big explosion,” three men run from the burning building.

¬
When a man that Jeremiah doesn’t know emerges, his narrative voice says, “I look at my mom slowly and deliberately smiling, and I understand” (p. 191).  How does one interpret that line?

¬
What is it about the child’s mental state that allows him to watch Buddy and Chester burning alive without showing expected signs of horror or remorse?

47. When a hospital worker recognizes the child and initiates yet another return to his grandfather’s house, the narrative voice says, “so now I was another me again” (p. 196).

¬
How many other Jeremiahs can be found, and who are they?

¬
Is there a central “I” who objectively recognizes “another me”?  Or, by this point, has the child succeeded in maintaining a sense of who he is despite the assorted personae he has been forced to assume?

“Viva Las Vegas”

48. The narrative voice takes on a new maturity as they travel through the southwestern landscape: “So, life changes to adapt. She survives, and I treasure it” (p. 201).

¬
What explanation(s) can be offered for Jeremiah’s newly found power?

49. As they travel along, Jeremiah looks at his mother and thinks, “She’s so pure looking, I ache” (p. 201).

¬
Does Sarah exemplify the dichotomous virgin/whore character so often found in literature?  If so, in whose eyes?

50. Sarah and Jeremiah share the exhilaration of a Thelma-and-Louise moment, laughing, shouting, flying.  But the moment dissipates suddenly, sadly.

¬
What effects the bodily transformation in Jeremiah from excitedly pumping his knees up and down to crouching behind the driver’s seat?

51. Sarah’s comment that she “gonna get another daddy” (p. 205) sets in motion a devastating chain of events for Jeremiah.

¬
Why, as Sarah’s excitement soars, does Jeremiah’s anxiety deepen?

¬
Relating to the question in the “Disappearances” section (#1), what explains the incongruity of a smile on the face of a boy who has intentionally soiled himself?

¬
As the ultimate victor in the battle of wills, how do Sarah’s actions in “Viva Las Vegas” portend events in the downward spiral that will shepherd Jeremiah to the punishment pit in “Natoma Street”?

“Meteors”

52. Of all Sarah’s affected reinventions, her Southern-ladies’-society persona injects Heart with some of its most humorous moments. 

¬
Which of Sarah’s machinations to snare the ranger speak to the ingenuity of her chameleon-like characters, and which ones expose the sad and ludicrous extremes of her desperation?

¬
While Sarah’s performs her debutante-belle routine, what actions underscore the act and remind readers that, at bottom, she is still a street-wise manipulator?

53. As he hurries away from the unexpected vixen demanding his attention, the ranger says, “Have a great stay with us in Death Valley” (p. 218).

¬
What are the repercussions of his innocuous farewell?

¬
What other comments does the ranger make that, in light of what ensues, are also ill-advised?

54. In “Meteors,” Sarah spins a superstitious tale about the acorns of a blackjack oak.

¬
What other beliefs and fears about magic and superstition has she adopted?

¬
What parallels does “Meteors” have to “Coal”?

55. Death Valley serves as the setting for yet another repetition of a cycle that has become routine for Jeremiah: reunion, temporary stability, “casting” for a man, abuse, hospitalization and abandonment. 

¬
What does this cycle have in common with others in Heart?

¬
How does this cycle differ from previous ones?

56. For me, the ending of “Meteors” exemplifies LeRoy’s uncanny knack for perfectly wrought sentences that are loaded with meaning.

¬
Given the enveloping circumstances leading to it, what is most striking about the suggestive imagery in the final sentence of the story? (“She dips an L6 meteorite into ranch dressing, and holds it out to me, and waits for me to bite” [p. 228].)

“Natoma Street”

57. In the opening paragraph of “Natoma Street,” LeRoy fashions variations of the totalizing sensations that frequently overwhelm Jeremiah, couching them in phrases that begin with “all.”   In this section, he writes, “all I hear, and all I feel” and the following line that, in its lyrical poignancy, is itself overwhelming: “[B]ut all that’s racing in my blood is too old and too known and too mechanical to be turned back” (pp. 229-30).

¬
How do these lines explain Jeremiah’s compulsion to seek out punishment and brutality?

58. As brutal as the scene becomes, its horror does not eclipse previous horrors that the boy has suffered.

¬
Of which other scenes does this sadomasochistic session seem particularly reminiscent?

¬
What other characters does the man in leather resemble?

59. In the wake of life on the road with Sarah, this story resonates as a twisted rite-of-passage for Jeremiah.

¬
In this newest role-playing transformation, how does the boy’s part differ from previous roles?

¬
What imagery does LeRoy to translate Jeremiah’s need and sense of worthlessness into words on the page?

60. For the reader, the interjected supermarket story in “Natoma Street” illuminates the path which eventually leads Jeremiah to become the john who pays a prostitute.

¬
How does being spanked in public intensify the boy’s psychic connection of pain with pleasure?

¬
What specific physical actions does the man in leather perform that feed Jeremiah’s confounded need for punishment at a humiliating cost?

¬
Where is the ironic moment in “Natoma Street” when the readers learns that, despite his professed “ability to endure the impossible” (p. 247), Jeremiah still fears a particular kind of pain?
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My article on LeRoy’s works, “Tradition and Travesty in JT LeRoy’s Sarah and The Heart Is Deceitful Above All Things, can be found in the Fall 2003 issue of the Journal of Appalachian Studies.  

