
I have saved the best for last. The great Polish poet Czeslaw Milosz in his poem “Ars 
Poetica” writes that “The purpose of poetry is to remind u/how difficult it is to remain 
just one person..” This is a truth at the heart of Jane Eaton Hamiltons superb collection 
Hunger. There is not much happiness or contentment in these stories: Hamilton’s 
characters are just trying to hang onto the things that give their lives coherence. More 
often than not, what gives them coherence are the people whom they love but so often 
feel (rightly as it turns out) that they are losing. Oddly enough, despite this potential for 
sadness, the tone of the stories is often amusing and curious, and Hamilton gives the 
reader just about every variation on relationships. Hunger is a vibrant and varied 
collection. 
 Hamilton is especially good at capturing relationships that are wearing out. In 
“Kiss Me or Something,” the narrator Liz her lover Dorianna is pregnant. Dorianna is 
elated but seems unable to appreciate Liz’s perplexity: Liz did not know that Dorianna 
was trying to get pregnant, and what most rankles Liz is that her formerly heterosexual 
partner has once again slept with a man. This knowledge eats away at her, and soon her 
fears are confirmed: Dorianna leaves Liz for the man and, once again, seems incapable of 
understanding the hurt that she has caused Liz. The only solution that the laconic Liz can 
come up with to stabilize herself is to paint Dorianna out of her life. With a paintbrush 
she attacks the prospective baby’s room they were painting when Dorianna finally 
revealed she was leaving: 
 “At the first paint store I came to, I picked rust, a colour I was lukewarm about 
but that I knew Dorianna hated. I went home and put on Dorianna’s clothes, which were 
huge around my waist and too short on my arms and legs, and started painting the room, 
inch by inch. The light was dimming by the time I finished covering the green. I was tired 
but satisfied. For a minute, I stood at the window looking the waning sunset and the 
sparkle of city lights, and at the mountains in the distance.” 
 Hamilton is good at giving a sense of the puzzle that is the other person, the 
beloved, and this is nicely reflected in the stories’ unpredictability. In “Accusation” a 
husband comes to the shattering conclusion that his wife is having an affair with a young 
man who works for her. For the husband it seems the marriage is over, yet when the final 
confrontation comes, it turns out she is not having an affair and that she loves her 
husband, although, as she notes “sometimes I can’t stand you.” She adds, “What I want, 
Rob, is not to be us, the couple we are. I just want something to happen. Something has to 
change here. I’m nearly 40 years old, Rob, and every day is a day we planned and it goes 
along like we planned. The kids go off to school. You write. I cook linguini with 
primavera sauce. Doesn’t that ever bother you?” 
 Hamilton’s characters have a likeable perplexity about them, and this is 
something she captures well, whether the character is male or female, gay or straight. A 
young father feels, in the months after their child is born, that his wife hates him and, 
worse, that he does not love his child. A father is repulsed by his daughter’s relationship 
with a man his age, especially given the daughter’s tendency to talk graphically about 
their problematic sex life.  
 Hamilton’s characters always seem to be watching their lives fall apart. When a 
character believes she has found what her heart has always desired, the reader can bet she 
is in for an unpleasant surprise. Alternatively, those on the edge of disaster often find 



their situation getting better. The complexity of the human heart is a the core of these 
fine, fully realized stories.  
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