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            Without planning it, I wrote a diary of sorts

         

         Without planning it, I wrote a diary of sorts. Lightly. A diary of fiction. Or is that not what this is? I wrote about reading fiction, and about writing it. Sometimes I read and thought about the books my friends had written (they were my friends partly because I felt great kinship with what they wrote), sometimes about books by writers I will never know. They are dead, or they are alive, but still I won’t meet them. It is enough to read their work.

         Yet, I have never kept a diary. Or I have tried, but it never stuck. Again and again I would begin: with a very short entry, or else with a long one that would come to stand on its own, there in the beginning of a notebook, followed by all of those blank pages. I don’t know if, when I wrote essays, I was actually returning 2to the same space, if somehow I had managed to get back to those empty pages, managed to get back to a pasture of thought. And now that it is done, I am keeping a real diary for the first time in my life, or is it a pasture, mostly because when I can’t, or don’t have time, to work on my novel, I can still write there. Sometimes I trick myself when writing in my notebook; sometimes I end up working on the novel after all, in those pages. And that is the best reason to return to it, that it brings me closer to something I haven’t otherwise been able to get to, or that can’t get to me. I want to go further into my writing, into my thinking. ‘And do I?’
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            I drove to the little shop when it was getting dark

         

         I drove to the little shop when it was getting dark. I bought pears, persimmons, chard, butter, and ice cream. At home, I had already made potato leek soup. We know what Marguerite Duras said about leek soup.

         Imagine surrounding your own soup. Imagine surrounding it with anguish.

         At night I am surrounded by my books, not the one I am writing.

         
             

         

         I wanted to write fiction because I saw something in Duras’s Lol Stein. I didn’t know how to stop thinking about that character. Lol doesn’t know how to stop thinking about her rejection by Michael Richardson, and I had a lot of ideas about rejection, as I’d been 4rejected by a few people myself. I had rejected others, but I didn’t think about that as much. It didn’t hold the same fascination. I wanted to read about long walks in the summer when no one else is out on the street, the ocean not in view, necessarily, but near. I read The Ravishing of Lol Stein for the first time when I was in my late twenties. Then again in my late forties. I read The Lost Daughter by Elena Ferrante the second time in my late forties too; the first time had been a few years before that. In the same summer, I reread them both. They made me long for summer right as I was experiencing it, a double immersion – fiction and life – that I enjoyed. In The Lost Daughter, it is Leda who does the rejecting so she can spend her summer alone, working and swimming.

         I had taken my own long walks on hot emptied streets. I had walked near a lake that wasn’t quite in view, like Lol’s wide river in South Tahla, and the memory of Town Beach. Now when I walk, it is the ocean that is somewhere in the distance. I have to drive thirty minutes to see it. Now I am walking with the mountains near me. The desert is in the opposite direction from the ocean.

         Mountains or water or desert, the heat burns things away. A special kind of cleanse. 5

         
             

         

         One reads or writes a novel like one goes out to walk in the heat, or into the rain, to buy the persimmon and the butter.

         The little shop, I have gone to it a couple of times a week every week for many years. Can you picture me driving there, all that I was thinking, all that I was feeling? Picture it one hundred times. On this day this person was important to me, on this day another. Often it was the same person, the same people. There was something I needed from the shop, or I wanted to leave my desk. I don’t think it’s bad to leave your desk, especially when you are going to a place that reminds you of the shop Laura discovers in Sylvia Townsend Warner’s Lolly Willowes, the one that is half florist, half green grocer. And so I have also always been thinking of Lolly.

         The flowers that look like bright yellow balls, with soft little pinetree-like leaves, are standing in their bucket of water, not far from a large bowl of tangerines. Fresh flowers, and surrounded by darkness in that corner. How could I not think of Lolly, especially in the blustery seasons? I was glad I left my commonplace desk. I went back to it with those images in my mind.

         For me, fiction is a space of plainness and of excess.

         
             

         

         ‘Lol stirred, she turned over in her sleep. Lol went out for walks through the streets, she learnt to walk 6without having any special goal in mind.’ Reading it, I am happy. You might think that is simple. Now I know that I have always been here to see Lol, and that I always will be. One day my portrait will be painted, seeing her. That is what my gaze will symbolise. The gaze does symbolise. And not just seeing Lol, but Leda, in the water, walking through that beach town or at a fish market, and Lolly, finding her pleasure and her freedom in the Chilterns. Pleasure, freedom, torment, emptiness: it is what I want my writing to express. I don’t know if I have ever actually expressed it.

         
             

         

         You were in a rage, and then you were calm. You hid things, but you were real.

         These characters whose names begin with L.
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            For years now, whenever I read a short story

         

         For years now, whenever I read a short story or a novel, narrative has been impressing itself more and more visually in my mind. Or maybe it’s that my mind has gone more and more toward these fictional visions. Even though I’m a writer, it’s not always language I’m drawn to first. When I start writing a new story, I often begin with setting. Before plot, before dialogue, before anything else, I begin to see where a story will take place, and then I hear the narrative voice, which means that character is not far behind. Lately I’ve been thinking a lot about landscape painting and literature, and perhaps as an extension of this I have started to think through the idea of character and landscape as similar things, or at least as intimates, co-dependent. 8

         
             

         

         In I Await the Devil’s Coming, Mary MacLane writes, ‘We three go out on the sand and barrenness: my wooden heart, my good young woman’s-body, my soul … this sand and barrenness forms the setting for the personality of me.’ This is a gentle Mary MacLane, not the caustic one, going sadly out into her Montana landscape (she would rather be in the city). Taking the reader there too. Taking the reader to her personality. For where are we when we read Mary MacLane? We are in the three things that form her and we are in the sand. I would like to visit MacLane’s Montana in the same way I would like to visit the wasted, spectral landscape in Paul Delvaux’s 1937 painting The Lamps (those grey, crumbling hills), partly so I might meet the five identical figures who haunt it, trudging across that land.

         It’s Anna Karenina that Orhan Pamuk returns to again and again in his book The Naïve and the Sentimental Novelist, as a character formed by her surroundings. Anna makes an impression on the reader not simply because of how Tolstoy has drawn her, Pamuk argues, but because she has been drawn as part of a brilliant landscape, not detached from it. To look out of the train window while Anna looks out of it too. To see Anna as the train and the snowy landscape, or at least made of the same cloth. I think this is what excites me about narrative. Outside the body and inside the mind, a novel can be like a landscape painting with a 9character moving through it, all of her violences and joys playing themselves out in only this setting, only this narrative, for in another it would not be so.

         In Renee Gladman’s Ana Patova Crosses a Bridge, the third novel in her series on the invented city-state of Ravicka, it’s not just buildings that form the landscape of the book, but the sentence itself, which is alive and fashions its own kind of architecture. ‘The story wasn’t given to me as most are, as some kind of choreography beaten against the body rather it was laid on top of my voice.’ I am reading Ana Patova Crosses a Bridge, not watching it, but I see this so clearly: invisible words laid on top of a voice. A kind of drawing too – drawn lightly, perhaps. We get to this image, this way of being alive, this sort of architecture, through narrative. Like we get to the territory of Mary MacLane.

         Recently, while working on a short story, I kept seeing its setting in the same way its narrator sees setting in the paintings she looks at when she visits a museum. It was natural then to write them in the same way, and also that they would, in some sense, join. The narrator of this story is always gazing at landscape (in paintings) and she is always in landscape (her own). She takes pleasure in each, and sometimes they give her trouble, but still she seems to live in both. When she looks at the paintings, they allow her to emerge into another kind of place, even though the physical space around her hasn’t actually changed. 10

         There is the woman in green in Marie NDiaye’s Self-Portrait in Green, and a line of all the other women in green who come after: a woman who may or may not be the narrator’s friend, Cristina; the narrator’s mother; her father’s fifth or sixth wife; Jenny, and Jenny’s ex-husband’s new wife. It is an unusual book, hard to describe, even harder to categorise, but the figure of the ‘woman in green’ is at the centre of it, a kind of woman that might be any woman, who doubles and then doubles again, and is perhaps Marie NDiaye herself. That first woman in green is always near, or merged with, a banana tree. The narrator sees her while driving past the same farmhouse day after day. Or is she not seeing her? She isn’t sure if the woman is real. One day she asks her children if they see her too, and they say they do not. ‘Are you sure?’ she asks them, and shivers. The tree is lovely; it is the only tree in the yard. Still, it can’t be separated from the woman who haunts it. ‘I said to myself, “that woman in green has always been there.’” When I think of that book, I always see that image of a banana tree with a woman who may or may not be standing next to it.

         What does a reader do with these literary landscapes? Is it enough just to see them? Pamuk suggests that to link them creates more than an aesthetic experience, that there is something to be gained in that linking, that in doing so we ourselves are moving outside of our own borders, able to more deeply apprehend our 11connection to all that exists. ‘In this way, the novelist comes to resemble those ancient Chinese painters who climbed mountain peaks in order to capture the poetry of vast landscapes.’ But what if you are a short story writer or a novelist interested in something other than story? What if when you look at a piece of art there is something in it you want to try in writing, because to you it seems as if a story should be able to hold something like that, hold possibilities, not exclude them.

         Claire Donato’s novel Burial makes visible a world of disorientation the death of a father must bring. It’s a mind made into a place, not unlike a setting, but it’s more than that. Remarkably, this life of the mind is sometimes sensual. How is it that a death place could in any way be inviting? ‘It is not snowing so heavily now, though what is not seen is always meant to break. Human beings are made of ice, crystals that fall through the body, freeze until they melt, discharge, and then detach atop the ice atop the lake.’ Is the body a lake? Here, the two are made of the same thing; one of them falls through to the other. It is easy to see this passage of the narrative as a landscape painting, one that has the potential to be comforting, even if you think it shouldn’t. The fact that it can do this invites us in.

         
             

         

         I remember the first time I encountered the work of the artist Bill Viola at a retrospective at the Art Institute of 12Chicago. I walked through the dark galleries, videos installed everywhere, and it was like I was in a haunted house, large screens with their larger-than-life projections. Afterward, I went home and immediately wanted to write. It’s not that I wanted to write a story about Viola’s work, or even based on it. I wanted to write to something in the work, or I wanted to reproduce in writing some quality I had seen there. Some years after, I saw a video clip by Viola on YouTube, I Do Not Know What It Is I Am Like (1986), the one of the owl toward which the camera gets closer and closer, until the camera person (Viola?) is reflected in the owl’s eyes. The video is very short, barely three minutes, and it is not a story, or even story-like, yet there is something in it I’d like to do too, in a story.

         What is it that happens when a narrative allows us to look at an image longer than we are ‘supposed’ to, when it is just as interesting as the story being told? Can a performance of character rest there? I think about Anna Karenina and the train, superimposed on top of each other, all the humanity present in that image, racing through the snow; the three things that make Mary MacLane in her empty Montana sandscape; a crystal lake and a frozen body; a woman in green and a banana tree; one thing laid on top of another. Together, not separate. Relaxing into each other with their outlines intact.
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