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I read “Trivial Pursuits” by Kim Dalferes. The story was published on 1 June 2011 in the online 
publication Hippocampus Magazine.  Kim tells how her family has won trophies with the talents that they 
have and how she feels like she has no talent with which to challenge them.  She is a trivia buff but rarely 
can showcase that talent, and it has never helped her win a trophy nor bragging rights within her 
competitive family.  That changes when her family goes on a cruise and competes against other families 
in a movie and television trivia game.  Kim breaks a tie and beats everyone in the bonus round, earning 
herself a bag with the cruise line name on it.  For Kim, that bag is worth more than owning the biggest 
fish or the best golf record or the best food recipes. 
 
The audience for this story is anyone who enjoys a memoir with a humorous point of view, one that has 
no qualms about poking fun at the self.  In comparison to her family members and their numerous talents, 
Kim puts her trivia-knowing self at the bottom in a laughable way, such as in her description of watching 
Jeopardy.  More specifically, the story is geared toward all those adults who sometimes feel trapped by 
day-to-day work and life.  These audience members can best appreciate Kim’s attitude concerning the 
family cruise: “Cruises are a wondrous invention, designed to create a make-believe world where you 
never have to make a bed, cook a meal or pay a bill. No matter what time of day or night, somewhere on 
these beautiful vessels food, drink, cocktails and entertainment are always available.”  Kim is constantly 
working to take care of her family.  In this story she is allowed to relax with them and showcase her talent 
on a bigger stage.  Adult readers are among the first to empathize with Kim and engage themselves in her 
story. 
 
The language Kim uses in “Trivial Pursuits” emphasizes competition and all of the anxious and exciting 
feelings that a person goes through in a competitive atmosphere.  At the start of the story, Kim sets herself 
up as the underdog in her family. Her husband is the best fisherman.  Her father is the best golfer.  Her 
step-mom is the best baker, and her brother tells the greatest jokes and stories.  Kim is not the best 
anything: “I’m not much of an athlete (OK. I have zero hand-to-eye coordination; it’s a good day if I get 
the pantyhose on straight), I can’t sing, and trust me you don’t ever want to see me try to dance.”  Kim 
recognizes something she is good at but doubts the admirable nature of that particular talent.  She gets the 
opportunity to show off her talent, not just to her family, but to a cruise ship full of people.  Kim is 
excited because trivia is her thing; she is also nervous and a little embarrassed, wondering if people will 
just laugh at her.  Her desire to win keeps her going, especially with Team Buttercup goading her.  The 
competition is small; the prize is not physically impressive, yet Kim’s description of the emotional ride 
she took conveys the significance of her experience. 
 
Kim appeals to pathos throughout her story.  It starts with a humble description of herself: “My challenge 
is—and always has been—that I’m not particularly good at any one thing.”  Surrounded by so many 
successful family members, with no bragging rights of her own, readers are led to root for Kim in her 
story.  Kim builds ethos as she describes her rise to the challenge of competing in a potentially 
embarrassing bonus round: “I literally leapt to my feet. Here was my shot, my chance at glory. The family 
cheered “Go Kimba!” as I walked to the front of the room and onto the lounge dance floor. Any inkling of 
stage fright was suppressed by ego and the third Fruity Rum Runner I had just downed.”  It may be just a 
game to pass the time while on a cruise, but Kim is ready to show her family and everyone else on the 
ship that she can take it seriously, have fun, and win all at once.  The logos in “Trivial Pursuits” is in 
Kim’s view of the bag: “The contest prize: a cheap cruise bag for each player on the winning team. When 
I say cheap, I mean very, very, cheap. We’re talking mass-produced recycled thin fiber bags with the 
cruise line name silk-screened across the front.”  She knows that her prize is not worth much in a 



monetary sense.  The smile she gets from seeing the bag in her house comes from the fact that she earned 
it. 
 
A weakness of the text is that the conflict is a bit cliché.  Everyone else has a talent with something to 
show for it and I do not.  But wait! I do have a talent, and now I’ve won something.  Everyone around me 
can see it. The conflict, at its core, sounds a lot like high school teen drama.  The biggest strength of 
“Trivial Pursuits” is the humor in it.  Kim starts by poking fun at herself and continues to do so 
throughout the story, while also pointing out the ridiculousness of her opposing team, and the cruise 
director’s assistant.   Human faults are something that everyone can sympathize with; when dealt with in a 
lighter tone, people have the opportunity to laugh at themselves, not just the characters in the story.   
 
“Trivial Pursuits” does fit the creative nonfiction genre.   As Matt pointed out, it is perfectly fine to let the 
nonsense be.  That is what Kim does in her story.  It means something to her that she won a game while 
on vacation.  That is simply the way that it is.  I recall Matt also saying, “When in doubt, end on an 
image.”  Kim ends her story with the sight of her trophy—the cruise bag.   It ties the story together from 
her family’s winnings to her own.  I like what Matt said about memory as well.  It is a profoundly faulty 
tool that we enflame in our writing.  Personal experiences will never be objective, so personal stories can 
never be 100% factual.  Facts come with, but the first duty is to art. 
 
One question that I had specifically for Matt was how he got into teaching poetry at Fort Drum in New 
York.  What was his experience like?  What other genres of writing—such as creative nonfiction—did he 
explore with the group? 


