Must Read: Hekkanen’s Collected Short Stories, Vol. I
Early this year, Ernest Hekkanen, via New Orphic Publishers, has brought forth the first in a series of three volumes of his collected works. It’s titled thus: The Collected Short Stories of Ernest Hekkanen: Naturalistic, Modern Gothic, Surreal & Postmodern. In it, Hekkanen chronicles the development of his substantial career as a writer. Of its contents, he says, 
Toward the end of one’s writing career, when one’s imagination is no longer as forthcoming, and one begins to wonder whether the world needs yet another short story, and if it does, whether it is simply going to add to the overburden of words, it is good to do some summing up, if for no better reason that to discover where one has been and where one might be going—other than to the grave, that is. (p. 9)

As a calculating of the worth of his cumulative contribution to literature, an arrangement of his oeuvre, Hekkanen’s comment on his intentions reflects well the contents of the volume: a summing up, an evaluation, a tracing of the development of the pieces that comprise a portion of  his life’s work.  

As I read it, I found myself reflecting on changes I’d seen in pieces from the first to the last versions as they appeared. I found it a history of the author’s developing ethos, of course, my thought reflecting my own ideas of cumulative contributions to literature.  For each work in the collection, Hekkanen notes its publication history, in come cases, for example “Antique Gertie Laughed,” he notes a 1970-71 publication in The Literary Review, others trace two or three publications, often in a literary journal followed by a New Orphic publication before appearing here in this collection. One story, “Good Friday,” was published here in volume one and simultaneously published in Kippis!, the literary journal of the Finnish North American Literature Association.  

The sum of the work collected in volume one is of significance. I think it speaks of individual growth and the actualization of an ideal. It is at once a pastiche of types, the postmodern, the modern, the gothic, etc., as attested to by the title, but also an amalgam of thematic contents concerning one’s place in the world, one’s social obligations, and one’s contributions to the common good, if there is such a thing as a common good. 
But it is, too, about identity and human dignity.  Hekkanen’s strong authorial voice can depict a kind and gentle man who runs a junk yard, a man who embodies human dignity within the confines of a world that is commonly thought to be at the bottom of society. Dignity here is not about the means by which one earns a living. Instead, dignity is a choice of behaviour, a recognition of the value implicit in others, and a respect for the limits of others which circumscribe the actual but do not prevent characters from reaching higher order goals of compassion, loyalty, kindness.  Not all stories are happy, but all of them contain the kernel of what I call the essential Hekkanen—honest, subtle, brilliant. 

You can find this book at www3.telus.net/neworphicpublishers-hekkanen and click on “new titles.” (ISBN 978-1-894842-17-4)  The work contains 427 pages of excellent fiction. 
