
the life we bury
The life we bury is a poignant exploration of secrets, the complexities of human relationships, and
the profound impact of past traumas. In the novel by Allen Eskens, readers are taken on a journey
through the life of college student Joe Talbert, who is assigned to write a biography as part of a class
project. As he delves into the life of a convicted murderer, he uncovers not only the man’s past but
also confronts his own hidden truths and the weight of his familial legacy. This article will delve into
the themes, characters, and the broader implications of the story, highlighting the significance of
confronting our pasts and the relationships we build.

Overview of the Novel

The life we bury is a gripping mystery that intertwines personal growth with a haunting narrative.
The main premise revolves around Joe Talbert, who seeks to escape his troubled family life while
pursuing his education. His project leads him to the life of Carl Iverson, a man who has spent
decades in prison for the murder of a young woman. As Joe gets to know Carl, he becomes embroiled
in a quest for truth that affects not only Carl’s life but also his own.

Plot Summary

1. Introduction to Joe Talbert: Joe is a college student grappling with his mother's alcoholism and his
father's abandonment. The burden of his family’s dysfunction weighs heavily on him.

2. The Assignment: Joe's English professor assigns a biography project, prompting him to meet Carl
Iverson, who is terminally ill and seeking to clear his name.

3. Uncovering the Truth: As Joe interviews Carl, he learns about the dark circumstances surrounding
the murder and the societal prejudices embedded within the justice system.

4. Personal Growth: Joe’s interactions with Carl force him to confront his own fears and insecurities,
leading to significant personal growth.

5. Climactic Revelations: The story builds to a climax as Joe pieces together the truth about the
murder and Carl's life, which ultimately leads him to a deeper understanding of forgiveness and
redemption.

Themes Explored in the Novel

The life we bury is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers. Below are some of the key
themes:



1. The Impact of Family

- Dysfunctional Relationships: Joe’s family background is marked by dysfunction, illustrating how
family dynamics can affect personal identity and choices.
- Legacy and Burden: The way familial legacies shape individuals is a central theme, as Joe struggles
with the weight of his family’s past.

2. Secrets and Truth

- The Nature of Truth: The novel delves into what it means to seek the truth and the moral
complexities involved in uncovering it.
- Buried Secrets: Both Joe and Carl harbor deep secrets, and the story examines how these secrets
shape their lives and decisions.

3. Redemption and Forgiveness

- The Journey to Forgiveness: Joe’s journey is not only about uncovering Carl’s past but also about
seeking forgiveness for himself and understanding the importance of compassion.
- Opportunities for Redemption: The narrative illustrates that redemption is possible, even for those
who have made grave mistakes.

4. The Justice System

- Critique of the Legal System: The novel presents a critical view of the justice system and how it can
fail individuals based on societal biases.
- Innocence and Guilt: The complexity of guilt and innocence is explored, challenging readers to
consider the nuances in criminal justice.

Character Analysis

The life we bury features a diverse cast of characters whose development drives the narrative
forward. Here’s a closer look at some pivotal characters:

1. Joe Talbert

- Background: A college student determined to overcome his family’s dysfunction.
- Growth: Throughout the novel, Joe evolves from a passive character into one who actively seeks the
truth and confronts his own life choices.



2. Carl Iverson

- Convicted Murderer: Once a soldier, Carl’s life took a tragic turn leading to his imprisonment.
- Complexity: His character embodies the theme of redemption, as his story unfolds to reveal layers
of sorrow and regret.

3. Lila

- Joe’s Love Interest: Lila serves as a grounding presence in Joe's life, representing hope and
normalcy.
- Support System: Through her, Joe finds encouragement to confront his fears and seek the truth.

4. Joe's Family

- Mother: Her struggles with addiction highlight the challenges faced by families dealing with such
issues.
- Father: Joe’s estrangement from his father adds to his sense of abandonment and fuels his quest
for identity.

Literary Style and Techniques

The narrative style in the life we bury employs several literary techniques that enhance the story:

1. First-Person Narrative

- Intimacy: The first-person perspective allows readers to intimately understand Joe’s thoughts and
feelings, making his journey more relatable.

2. Flashbacks

- Layering the Narrative: Flashbacks provide context and depth to characters' histories, particularly
Carl's and Joe's, revealing how their pasts shape their present.

3. Symbolism

- Buried Lives: The title itself symbolizes the lives and truths that individuals bury, whether
intentionally or as a result of societal pressures.
- The Cemetery: Locations such as cemeteries serve as metaphors for the past and the finality of life,



emphasizing the theme of memory.

Impact and Reception

The life we bury has been well-received by both critics and readers alike, praised for its compelling
narrative and emotional depth. Here’s what stands out:

- Engaging Plot: Readers are drawn into the mystery and emotional journey, making it hard to put
the book down.
- Relatable Themes: The exploration of family, truth, and redemption resonates with many,
prompting introspection.
- Character Development: The complexity of characters adds credibility and depth to the narrative,
making them memorable.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the life we bury is more than just a mystery; it is a profound exploration of the human
condition, the secrets we keep, and the burdens we carry. Through Joe Talbert’s journey, readers are
invited to reflect on their own lives, the legacies they inherit, and the importance of confronting
truths, no matter how painful. Allen Eskens has crafted a narrative that not only entertains but also
challenges readers to consider the complexities of life, forgiveness, and the quest for redemption.
This novel serves as a reminder that while we may bury parts of our lives, it is often in the
unearthing that we find the greatest truths and opportunities for growth.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Life We Bury'?
The central theme of 'The Life We Bury' revolves around the complexities of truth, the impact of past
actions, and the quest for redemption as the protagonist uncovers the life story of a convicted
murderer.

Who is the main character in 'The Life We Bury' and what
motivates his journey?
The main character is college student Joe Talbert, whose motivation stems from an assignment to
write a biography, leading him to interview a dying convict, which unravels deeper personal and
moral dilemmas.

How does the setting influence the narrative in 'The Life We



Bury'?
The setting, primarily in Minnesota, serves as a backdrop that shapes the characters' experiences,
reflecting themes of isolation and the search for connection amidst the protagonist's personal
struggles.

What role does family play in 'The Life We Bury'?
Family plays a significant role in the narrative, influencing the protagonist's identity and decisions,
as he grapples with his own troubled family history while exploring the life of the convict.

What are some ethical dilemmas faced by Joe Talbert in the
book?
Joe faces several ethical dilemmas, including the morality of exposing the convict's past, the
implications of his findings on his own life, and the responsibilities of truth-telling versus protecting
those he cares about.

How does 'The Life We Bury' address the concept of
forgiveness?
The novel addresses forgiveness through the exploration of the characters' pasts, emphasizing the
struggle to forgive oneself and others, and the idea that understanding someone's story can lead to
compassion and healing.

What can readers learn about the nature of truth from 'The
Life We Bury'?
Readers can learn that truth is often complex and multifaceted, shaped by personal experiences and
perspectives, and that understanding the nuances of someone's life can challenge preconceived
notions of guilt and innocence.
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