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            INTRODUCTION

         

         1

         Three is the second of the four brilliant and enigma-ridden novels that Ann Quin published before drowning off the coast of Brighton in 1973 at the age of 37. The mysterious character S – the absent protagonist or anti-heroine-hypotenuse of this love-triangle tale – dies in similar fashion … or perhaps she’s stabbed to death by a gang of nameless faceless men before her body washes up onshore … or perhaps the stabbed-dead-body that washes up onshore is someone else … It’s difficult to tell. And the telling is difficult too. And I would submit that it’s precisely these difficulties that make this gory story normal.

         A British married couple, a dyad of faux-boho normies, provide the other two points of Three’s ménage. Their names are Ruth (sometimes Ruthey, sometimes just R) and Leonard (sometimes Leon, sometimes just L). They take up with this young woman referred to only as S, who comes to share their summer-vacation cottage and their lives, her family-role ever-shifting from boarder-daughter to sister to lover.

         The novel opens with the couple talking over the news of her recent death, in a conversation that flows unimpeded into the one-sided conversation of surveillance. S’s most salient remains are her journals and sundry recordings, both audio and film, which document her relationships with and impressions of R and L, who greedily read and listen to and binge-watch these artifacts in the dark and dreary mourning-season that follows. In addition to these artifacts, whose contents seem constantly to rise toward narrative or plot, and then, like the tide, recede, R and L pore over their own diaries and compare their scribbled confessions with S’s: S had an abortion, R viand L are trying, or claim they’re trying, to get pregnant; S had, or might have had, a drug habit; R and L prefer to lose themselves in drink, and so on; as this posthumous surveillance of S continues, R and L are themselves surveilled by stranger-neighbors, who are constantly poking their blossomed noses up against the glass.

         Besides the fixed-state documents and recordings, the only constant in this world – in this over-upholstered world of inherited bric-a-brac, cats, goldfish, and tepid tasteless suppers – seems to be confinement itself and the lack of privacy it inculcates. All else continues to change in rapid currents: the news, the anxieties, the social codes …

         2

         Because this is such a frank and personal book, I will speak frankly and personally myself: Like Ann Quin, and like her characters, I too have had problems with monogamy and realism – those two fantasies, those twinned delusions, of How to Live and Reproduce Life (monogamy) and How to Represent Life and Reproduce its Representations (realism).

         In Three, Quin tries to find solutions for these problems, or at least tries to dramatize the search for solutions, and it’s notable that she goes about doing so in opposite ways: Through S, she expands her couple into a throuple, but does so in prose that insistently contracts, in a vicious condensation of third-person description, internal monologue, and ‘interior’ – house-bound – dialogue, none of which is isolated by conventional typography or punctuation. Instead of Victorian quotation marks or even Bloomsburyian dashes indicating speech, instead of paragraphing indicating shifts in point-of-view, here we have a jumble, all the modalities of the novel form set side by side like a hoarder’s secondhand sitting-room furniture. R’s speech, L’s speech, R’s writing, L’s writing, S’s firsthand documentation, Quin’s own sham-omniscient accounts: all run into one another, verbiage bumping up against verbiage in a dim, narrow, junk-cluttered hall: vii
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