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ONBOOKS OPINION: Contradiction 
of 'Baby Hawk' and 'Blue 42' 

by Philip Martin 

Tom Epperson has always been a writer of contradictions and of conscience. Born in 

Malvern, he grew up far from Hollywood, far from the blood-soaked borderlands and 

corrupt cityscapes that would predominate in his fiction. In hindsight, the distance makes 

sense. Epperson has always written as an observer of violence, of desperation, of people 

stumbling toward decency when every other option has been burned away. He is shaped 

by the rhythms of the South but drawn to landscapes where morality feels tested to the 

breaking point. 

Years ago, I compared him to Jim Thompson "with a moral compass," and I stand by it. 

Thompson, another son of this region born in Oklahoma, raised partly in Arkansas and 

Texas, was noir's poet of annihilation. His novels like "The Killer Inside Me" and "Pop. 

1280" offer a terrifying intimacy with sociopaths and corrupt small-town sheriffs. 

Thompson's Arkansas/Oklahoma background gave him firsthand knowledge of poverty, 

itinerancy, and the bitter underside of American life. But his stories rarely left room for 

hope: Once caught in the machinery of appetite and corruption, his characters were 

ground down to nothing. 
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Epperson shares Thompson's eye for darkness but refuses to give up that ember of decency. 

His people are flawed, compromised, often criminal, but not empty. They stagger through 

the wreckage of their choices carrying a fragile humanity. That compass, however 

battered, always points somewhere. 

Most readers first encounter Epperson through cinema. With his childhood friend Billy 

Bob Thornton, he co-wrote "One False Move" (1992), a remarkable film that announced 

itself quietly then left critics shaken: small-time crooks on the run, big-city cops hunting 

them, and a sheriff (Bill Paxton) carrying secrets that collapse into one devastating final 

act. It is raw, violent, yet suffused with humanity. Roger Ebert placed it on his "Great 

Movies" list, and rightly so. 

In the years that followed, Epperson and Thornton collaborated on "A Family Thing" 

(1996), a drama about racial identity and kinship with Robert Duvall and James Earl Jones; 

"The Gift" (2000), a Southern Gothic starring Cate Blanchett; HBO's "Don't Look Back" 

and "Jayne Mansfield's Car" (2012). Epperson also scripted "A Gun, a Car, a Blonde" 

(1997). Even in those scripts, you can hear his Arkansas voice: plainspoken, laconic, 

touched by fatalism but refusing to surrender grace. 

By the 2000s, he turned to novels. "The Kind One" (2008) earned an Edgar nomination 

for its 1930s Los Angeles gangster tale, told with a hard-boiled lyricism that recalls 

Chandler while reaching for something more sorrowful. "Sailor" (2012) followed, a 

fugitive's journey taut as a steel wire, circling around guilt, loyalty and the possibility of 

escape. "Make Believe" (2018) reveals another register altogether: less about crime, more 

about the painful illusions that keep families intact. It is a domestic novel haunted by grief, 

written with the same unsentimental eye Epperson had always trained on violence. 

'Roberto to the Dark Tower Came' 

Then came "Roberto to the Dark Tower Came" (2020), his most ambitious book and his 

most allegorical. The title pulls from Robert Browning's 1855 poem "Childe Roland to 
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the Dark Tower Came," which echoes the Anglo-Saxon fairy tale of Childe Roland, the 

boy knight who ventures into Elfland to rescue his sister. Browning's poem, famously 

cryptic, describes a knight's trudging quest toward a tower he knows will be his doom, a 

meditation on futility and honor, on the act of continuing when failure is certain. 

Epperson's Roberto is not a knight, but a journalist in an unnamed South American 

country, modeled on Colombia and its neighbors. He is given 10 days to leave or be 

killed, but like Roland, he cannot walk away. With his photographer friend, he journeys 

into the jungle to document atrocities committed by paramilitaries and rebels. The novel, 

drawn from Epperson's travels in Colombia and his lifelong fascination with Latin 

America, reads like a fusion of Raymond Chandler and Joseph Conrad. It is hard-boiled 

reportage crossed with "Heart of Darkness," haunted by the inevitability of failure but 

compelled forward by conscience. Roberto knows his fate is sealed, yet he persists, 

because the act of bearing witness matters even when it changes nothing. 

That was Epperson's Dark Tower, his existential crime saga. Which makes his newest 

work, "Baby Hawk: A Novel in Verse," all the more striking. At 74, he has returned with 

a novel in verse. Poetry was his first form, abandoned decades ago, now taken up again as 

if the circle needed closing. And like his earlier work, it is about survival under impossible 

pressure. 

'Baby Hawk' 

"Baby Hawk" is set in a post-apocalyptic northern California, after a plague has thinned 

humanity to a handful of survivors. Among them, perhaps the last surviving woman: a 

17- year-old, known only as "the female. " She lives in the forest with her father until 

they are found by a band of men led by an ex-soldier. Her father is killed, and she is 

taken captive not for vengeance, but for reproduction. She is to be the "Eve" of a new 

world. She refuses. The novel follows her training, her defiance, her struggle to survive 

in a world where her body is treated as destiny. 
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The form is free verse, but it feels like film. Short, jagged lines, cinematic cuts, each 

moment pared down to its essentials. Epperson has said he wanted the book to read like 

a screenplay: fast, relentless, unadorned. And it does. Yet for all its speed, it has the 

compression of poetry. Each line carries weight. 

She found a little snowmelt stream 

And knelt and scooped up water in her palm 

And drank and did so three more times, 

Then splashed the freezing water on her face. 

But as she stood and took a step 

She stumbled and fell. 

The effect is not epic grandeur, as historian and academic Michael Lind attempted with 

his 1999 novel-in-verse "The Alamo: An Epic," a 6,000-line monument to Texas 

mythology, heavy with Chaucerian cadence. Epperson's language mirrors the heroine's 

narrowed life:  every action a survival choice, every breath a gamble. Lind built a marble 

statue in verse. Epperson sharpens a knife. His poetry slices forward, propelled by 

necessity. It reminds me less of Homer than of Kendrick Lamar, whose fractured 

cadences in "To Pimp a Butterfly" swing between fury and prayer. Both artists 

understand that rhythm can embody resistance, that fragmentation can carry power. 

A different post-apocalypse 

Thematically, "Baby Hawk" belongs to the post-apocalyptic tradition, but with a 

difference. Cormac McCarthy's "The Road" gave us a father and son trudging through 

ashes. Suzanne Collins' "The Hunger Games" gave us Katniss Everdeen, a girl who 

becomes the face of rebellion. Epperson's heroine is closer to Katniss in age, but she has 
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no audience, no Capitol to overthrow, no revolution to inspire. Her act of defiance is 

entirely personal. She will not be consumed. That refusal is the story. 

And yet, like all of Epperson's work, it is not nihilistic. There is no comfort, but there is 

dignity. From "One False Move" and "Sailor" to "Roberto," he has written about people 

cornered by forces larger than themselves. They stumble, they bleed, they sometimes fail. 

But the question is always whether they retain their compass, however cracked. In "Baby 

Hawk," the answer is yes. The compass is survival itself, the refusal to be turned into an 

object. 

It's worth remembering where Epperson comes from. What H.L. Mencken called "the 

miasmatic jungles of Arkansas " are not the jungles of "Roberto" nor the forests of "Baby 

Hawk" nor the mean streets of Los Angeles. But from that small town, he carries forward 

a vision of people under pressure. Perhaps that is the Arkansas inheritance, Thompson's 

nihilism on one side, Epperson's stubborn humanity on the other. Both saw how violence 

deforms, but only one insisted that the ember of decency can survive. 

Epperson could have written another noir, another screenplay. Instead, he has given us a 

novel in verse about a girl who will not accept the fate men assign her. It is his starkest 

work, but also his most distilled. "Baby Hawk" is not an epic, not an allegory, not a 

family drama. It is a ballad, fierce and pared to the bone, a survival song. And in its way, 

it feels like the culmination of his career,  Arkansas boy turned screenwriter, turned 

novelist, turned poet again, still insisting that even in the darkest worlds, survival and 

dignity are worth the telling. 

Email: pmartin@adgnewsroom.com 
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Philip Martin 
Philip Martin has been a columnist and critic for the Arkansas Democrat 

Gazette since 1993. In that time, he has won more than 100 regional and 

statewide journalism prizes, including five Green Eyeshade awards, published 

six books and released eight albums of original music. He appears weekly on 

                "The Zone" with Justin Acri and D.J. Williams on 103.7 FM in Little Rock. 
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