[00:00:00] 

Alison Booth: I would like you to write a simple story just once more,” he says, “the kind Maupassant wrote, or Chekhov, the kind you used to write. Just recognizable people and then write down what happened to them next.”

I say, “Yes, why not? That’s possible.” I want to please him, though I don’t remember writing that way. I would like to try to tell such a story, if he means the kind that begins: “There was a woman …” followed by plot, the absolute line between two points which I’ve always despised. Not for literary reasons, but because it takes all hope away. Everyone, real or invented, deserves the open destiny of life. 

Jim Phelan: This is Jim Phelan, director of Project Narrative at the Ohio State University, and I'd like to welcome you to the Project Narrative Podcast. [00:01:00] In a typical episode, a narrative theorist selects a short narrative to read and discuss with me, and today I'll be talking with Alison Booth, who has selected a short story by Grace Paley entitled "A Conversation with My Father".

Paley first published the story in the _New Review_ in 1972 and then republished it in her 1974 collection,_ Enormous Changes at the Last Minute. _Alison Booth is the Brown-Forman Professor in the Department of English at the University of Virginia. In addition to narrative theory, Alison has expertise in the digital humanities, Victorian fiction women writers of the 19th and 20th centuries, travel, writing and biography.

For nearly a decade, Alison served as the Faculty Director of the University of Virginia's Scholars Lab, currently called the Digital Humanity Center, and in 2005, she served as President of the International Society for [00:02:00] the Study of Narrative. Alison's books include Greatness_ Engendered: George Eliot and Virginia Woolf_, 1992, _How__ to Make it as a Woman, _2004, and_ Homes and Haunts: Touring Writers' Shrines and Countries, _2016_. _Alison's projects in digital humanities include_ Collective Biographies of Women_, an extensive database built from an online bibliography of more than 1,250 such collective biographies. A feature of this project is a schema for humans to tag in paragraphs across hundreds of biographies the varied narrative techniques shifts in voice and chronology types of events and agents. The group that Alison is part of is exploring large language model approaches to the data in a comparison with collective biographies of men. Alison, welcome to the podcast. [00:03:00] 

Alison Booth: Oh, thanks for having me, Jim. I'm glad to join this wonderful series in the podcast.

It's wonderful to hear people reading stories. It's great. 

Jim Phelan: So now is there anything you'd like our listeners to pay special attention to as you read " A Conversation with my Father"? 

Alison Booth: Yeah. So I, it occurred to me also to just after we've had our discussions, it's a 1970s story.

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: So, don't expect it to be contemporary, but also just try to reimagine what, how idealistic people were about drug use back then. It's hard to believe. And I just wanted to say a few things about what it means to me to get us started. One reason I love this story is that I got to know it well as an editor of _The Norton Introduction to Literature_, it's a great story for getting newcomers to college level reading of fiction, to think about how to tell a story,

and we'll be [00:04:00] talking about it's metafictional, it's talking about the process while it's doing the process. Paley is a revered Jewish American writer, and of short stories and most people don't get a lasting reputation just as short story writers, and she won Pulitzer Prize even without publishing a novel,

lots of other awards, major writer. She's roughly contemporary. I just realized with my father, Wayne C. Booth and I'm pretty sure they didn't meet. What I get out of that is thinking about the universal or probable experience of having a father who's dying or a mother who's dying, and the story is very much set with that kind of feeling.

The dying parent, stereotypically the dying parent, is gonna be complaining about their aches and pains, but instead of saying, why do you never call or anything like that, the father, Joe's interest in his daughter's work, so he is gonna just say, we're just gonna talk about why you can't write the right kind of [00:05:00] story.

And so he makes it into a kind of symposium, and I was even seeing it as the kind of discussion Jews would have around a Seder table, even though I know her father was really secular. He's leaning on his pillows in a very Socratic way. And we should ask ourselves when he is really, there's a lot of unnecessary back and forth, is he being mean?

Are their disagreements important? And in some ways I think, is it, do you feel that stories are, and maybe art in general, are entertainment while dying? He really can't do anything else, so please, let's have a conversation about the stories. So I'm thinking the whole thing is about attachment and mortality.

Jim Phelan: Okay. Yeah. 

Alison Booth: so while you're reading, listeners, I would think, just think about the phrase, my knowledge and my invention. So, Jim and I have really picked up on that phrase. Also listen to the really odd choices of words, I noticed that [00:06:00] she says in the inner story, once in my time, instead of once upon a time. 

Jim Phelan: Upon a time. 

Alison Booth: Just really listen carefully. It really is a conversation and it feels as if it could already be read aloud. I think it's wonderful to read this one aloud more than some stories. The frame story is the father and daughter's lifelong difference of taste. He wants her to write in the everyday realism that he thinks nostalgically he got from his Russian storytellers.

He would've read it in the original Russian, or he mentions de Maupassant, who's French, but why can't you write about the just, and the implication is she's so good, she could if she wanted to be as good as Chekhov, but Paley or the person inside the story, the narrator likes imagination and symbolism, even, and overstatement and jokes.

He keeps saying jokes. [00:07:00] Paley, the real person said she had a breakthrough when she turned from writing poetry, you can feel that she can write poetry, 'cause this is very poetic, to writing short stories, and she realized she had not only the poetry voice, the literary voice, but also what she calls the language of home, of your street and of your own people.

And I think for the reader, it's so much pleasure 'cause it's weird mixture of languages. And I personally, this is another reason why I love this story. I hear echoes of my own Polish born Jewish in-laws. Just a particular way that of Eastern European might be using English as like the fourth language they learned.

In Paley's writing, there's the Russian and Yiddish and Bronx New York speech that she was speaking as a child, and I love this way of speaking. I am culturally and religiously Jewish having converted, was getting married around the time that the story appeared , not [00:08:00] that long after, about a decade after. So, you don't have to think of Paley as a religious Jew, except that later in her life when she was actually living in Vermont, she started going to synagogue again. So it's, she's a cultural Jew. She was never a Zionist. She is a socialist activist.

So this is, the father is not religious and neither is the speaker or narrator in the poem, in the story. That's probably more set it up as a personal feeling I have about this story. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. No, that's very helpful I think, and so we'll talk more after you read. And so now here's Alison Booth reading Grace Paley's "A Conversation with my Father."

Alison Booth: A Conversation with My Father” [1972]

My father is eighty-six years old and in bed. His heart, that bloody motor, is equally old and will not do certain jobs anymore. It still floods his head with brainy light. But it won’t let his legs carry the weight of his body [00:09:00] around the house. Despite my metaphors, this muscle failure is not due to his old heart, he says, but to a potassium shortage. Sitting on one pillow, leaning on three, he offers last-minute advice and makes a request.

“I would like you to write a simple story just once more,” he says, “the kind Maupassant wrote, or Chekhov, the kind you used to write. Just recognizable people and then write down what happened to them next.”

I say, “Yes, why not? That’s possible.” I want to please him, though I don’t remember writing that way. I would like to try to tell such a story, if he means the kind that begins: “There was a woman …” followed by plot, the absolute line between two points which I’ve always despised. Not for literary reasons, but because it takes all hope [00:10:00] away. Everyone, real or invented, deserves the open destiny of life.

Finally I thought of a story that had been happening for a couple of years right across the street. I wrote it down, then read it aloud. “Pa,” I said, “how about this? Do you mean something like this?”

Once in my time there was a woman and she had a son. They lived nicely, in a small apartment in Manhattan. This boy at about fifteen became a junkie, which is not unusual in our neighborhood. In order to maintain her close friendship with him, she became a junkie too. She said it was part of the youth culture, with which she felt very much at home. After a while, for a number of reasons, the boy gave it all up and left the city and his mother in disgust. Hopeless and alone, she grieved. We all visit her.

“O.K., Pa, that’s it,” I said, [00:11:00] “an unadorned and miserable tale.”

“But that’s not what I mean,” my father said. “You misunderstood me on purpose. You know there’s a lot more to it. You know that. You left everything out. Turgenev wouldn’t do that. Chekhov wouldn’t do that. There are in fact Russian writers you never heard of, you don’t have an inkling of, as good as anyone, who can write a plain ordinary story, who would not leave out what you have left out. I object not to facts but to people sitting in trees talking senselessly, voices from who knows where …”

“Forget that one, Pa, what have I left out now? In this one?”

“Her looks, for instance.”

“Oh. Quite handsome, I think. Yes.”

“Her hair?”

“Dark, with heavy braids, as though she were a girl or a foreigner.”

“What were her parents like, her stock? That she became such a [00:12:00] person. It’s interesting, “from out of town. Professional people. The first to be divorced in their county. How’s that? Enough?” I asked.

“With you, it’s all a joke,” he said. “What about the boy’s father? Why didn’t you mention him? Who was he? Or was the boy born out of wedlock?”

“Yes,” I said. “He was born out of wedlock.”

“For godsakes, doesn’t anyone in your stories get married? Doesn’t anyone have the time to run down to City Hall before they jump into bed?”

“No,” I said. “In real life, yes. But in my stories, no.”

“Why do you answer me like that?”

“Oh, Pa, this is a simple story about a smart woman who came to N.Y.C. full of interest love trust excitement very up-to-date, and about her son, what a hard time she had in this world. Married or not, it’s of small consequence.”[00:13:00] 

“It is of great consequence,” he said.

“O.K.,” I said.

O.K. yourself,” he said, “but listen. I believe you that she’s good-looking, but I don’t think she was so smart.”

“That’s true,” I said. “Actually that’s the trouble with stories. People start out fantastic. You think they’re extraordinary, but it turns out as the work goes along, they’re just average with a good education. Sometimes the other way around, the person’s a kind of dumb innocent, but he outwits you and you can’t even think of an ending good enough.”

“What do you do then?” he asked. He had been a doctor for a couple of decades and then an artist for a couple of decades and he’s still interested in details, craft, technique.

You just have to let the story lie around till some agreement can be reached between you and the stubborn hero.”

“Aren’t you talking [00:14:00] silly, now?” he asked. “Start again,” he said. “It so happens I’m not going out this evening. Tell the story again. See what you can do this time.”

“O.K.,” I said. “But it’s not a five-minute job.” Second attempt:

Once, across the street from us, there was a fine handsome woman, our neighbor. She had a son whom she loved because she’d known him since birth [in helpless chubby infancy, and in the wrestling, hugging ages, seven to ten, as well as earlier and later]. This boy, when he fell into the fist of adolescence, became a junkie. He was not a hopeless one. He was in fact hopeful, an ideologue and successful converter. With his busy brilliance, he wrote persuasive articles for his high-school newspaper. [00:15:00] Seeking a wider audience, using important connections, he drummed into Lower Manhattan newsstand distribution a periodical called Oh! Golden Horse!

In order to keep him from feeling guilty [because guilt is the stony heart of nine-tenths of all clinically diagnosed cancers in America today, she said], and because she had always believed in giving bad habits room at home where one could keep an eye on them, she too became a junkie. Her kitchen was famous for a while—a center for intellectual addicts who knew what they were doing. A few felt artistic like Coleridge and others were scientific and revolutionary like Leary. Although she was often high herself, certain good mothering reflexes remained, and she saw to it that there was lots of orange juice around and honey and milk and vitamin pills. However, she never [00:16:00] cooked anything but chili, and that no more than once a week. She explained, when we talked to her, seriously, with neighborly concern, that it was her part in the youth culture and she would rather be with the young, it was an honor, than with her own generation.

One week, while nodding through an Antonioni film, this boy was severely jabbed by the elbow of a stern and proselytizing girl, sitting beside him. She offered immediate apricots and nuts for his sugar level, spoke to him sharply, and took him home.

She had heard of him and his work and she herself published, edited, and wrote a competitive journal called Man Does Live by Bread Alone. In the organic heat of her continuous presence he could not help but become interested once more in his muscles, his arteries and nerve connections. In fact he began to love them, treasure them, praise them with funny [00:17:00] little songs in Man Does Live …

the fingers of my flesh transcend

my transcendental soul

the tightness in my shoulders end

my teeth have made me whole

To the mouth of his head [that glory of will and determination] he brought hard apples, nuts, wheat germ, and soybean oil. He said to his old friends, From now on, I guess I’ll keep my wits about me. I’m going on the natch. He said he was about to begin a spiritual deep-breathing journey. How about you too. Mom? he asked kindly.

His conversion was so radiant, splendid, that neighborhood kids his age began to say that he had never been a real addict at all, only a journalist along for the smell of the story. The mother tried several times to give up what had become without her son and his [00:18:00] friends a lonely habit. This effort only brought it to supportable levels. The boy and his girl took their electronic mimeograph and moved to the bushy edge of another borough. They were very strict. They said they would not see her again until she had been off drugs for sixty days.

At home alone in the evening, weeping, the mother read and reread the seven issues of Oh! Golden Horse! They seemed to her as truthful as ever. We often crossed the street to visit and console. But if we mentioned any of our children who were at college or in the hospital or dropouts at home, she would cry out, My baby! My baby! and burst into terrible, face-scarring, time-consuming tears. The End.

First my father was silent, then he said, “Number One: [00:19:00] You have a nice sense of humor. Number Two: I see you can’t tell a plain story. So don’t waste time.” Then he said sadly, “Number Three: I suppose that means she was alone, she was left like that, his mother. Alone. Probably sick?”

I said, “Yes.”

“Poor woman. Poor girl, to be born in a time of fools, to live among fools. The end. The end. You were right to put that down. The end.”

I didn’t want to argue, but I had to say it is not necessarily the end, Pa.”

“Yes,” he said, “what a tragedy. The end of a person.”

“No, Pa,” I begged him. “It doesn’t have to be. She’s only about forty. She could be a hundred different things in this world as time goes on. [00:20:00] A teacher or a social worker. An ex-junkie! Sometimes it’s better than having a master’s in education.”

“Jokes,” he said. “As a writer that’s your main trouble. You don’t want to recognize it. Tragedy! Plain tragedy! Historical tragedy! No hope. The end.”

“Oh, Pa,” I said. “She could change.”

“In your own life, too, you have to look it in the face.” He took a couple of nitroglycerin. “Turn to five,” he said, pointing to the dial on the oxygen tank. He inserted the tubes into his nostrils and breathed deep. He closed his eyes and said, “No.”

I had promised the family to always let him have the last word when arguing, but in this case I had a different responsibility. That woman lives across the street. She’s my knowledge and my [00:21:00] invention. I’m sorry for her. I’m not going to leave her there in that house crying. [Actually neither would Life, which unlike me has no pity.] 

Therefore, s he did change. Of course her son never came home again. But right now, she’s the receptionist in a storefront community clinic in the East Village. Most of the customers are young people, some old friends. The head doctor has said to her, “If we only had three people in this clinic with your experiences …”

“The doctor said that?” My father took the oxygen tubes out of his nostrils and said, “Jokes. Jokes again.”

“No, Pa, it could really happen that way, it’s a funny world nowadays.”

“No,” he said. “Truth first. She will slide back. A person must have character. She does not.”

“No, Pa,” I said. “That’s it. She’s got a job. Forget it. She’s in that storefront working.”[00:22:00] 

“How long will it be?” he asked. “Tragedy! You too. When will you look it in the face?”

Jim Phelan: Okay. Thanks very much Alison. And you read that very well, I think.

We will wanna get into some of the finer details of how Paley crafts a story, but maybe we could just start with the idea that it's funny, right, and maybe spend a little time on identifying some of the sources of the humor. The father says jokes, jokes. Do we see the same jokes as he does,

or what do you, where do you see the humor coming? 

Alison Booth: I think it actually, I think it's such a compressed story, even though it takes a little while to read it that you have to reread what just happened to see why he knows that she is joking around. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah.

Alison Booth: Because there's a, there's just this kind of almost, they're almost joking all the time. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: Just a little, always, such a kidder. It's just, it's a wonderful kind of family habit of irony. But she does tell funny [00:23:00] stories. I think, I just think the titles of the journals inside the story are ridiculous.

Oh, golden War, right? 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. 

Alison Booth: Like you're like as if heroin were Pegasus or something. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. 

Alison Booth: And then Man does live by Bread alone as a competing journal,

Jim Phelan: yeah,

Alison Booth: that's obviously fun. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. Yeah. And, some really good lines like an ex junkie sometimes it's better than having a master's in education, yeah. 

Alison Booth: I love that 

Jim Phelan: one. Yeah. Okay. Yeah. All right so we have that just an interesting feature of the tone. And then at the same time, I think we've recognized that there's serious stuff going on here about stories at the end of life and so on. But also that, that the story has meta a fiction elements, right?

The so much about how to tell a story, right? The com competitive ideas that they have, as you said in your introduction, right? They have this different kind of aesthetics, the father and the daughter who's actually the [00:24:00] writer. But at the same time, I think we have to invite to think about what's how does this apply to Paley telling this story about storytelling?

So some degree, this story about the telling of stories, it's about how to read stories. It's about how to end stories. And then I think with that, once we get there, then we invited to think about the mirroring between the stories that the character never tells about the woman and her son and the story that's unfolding about.

The conversation with her father. So there's, specific things that you'd like to highlight in that, and as we think about those, the mirroring there. 

Alison Booth: Sure. It really helped me when you and I were talking about the story a little while ago to remember what narrative theory 1 0 1, grace Paley and the narrator are not the same person because [00:25:00] as you've, if you've read enough Grace Paley, she really plays with it being nonfiction or being autobiographical kind of ahead of some of her fellow authors.

Yeah. It's become very fashionable to have. Protagonist who's named the same name as the author Yeah. Who goes from the same daily living of this, of the author. So it's pretty easy to assume that if you have something by a writer about writing stories. Yeah. That it's the same person. And so I really like, 

Jim Phelan: and in this case so it just, in her practice she would have an alter ego give a name other than hers, right?

So here she doesn't give the name. And so the invitation to make that assignment that the I and Grace Bailey, are continuous. That invitation is there but then I think it's, taken away or this, that assumption gets disrupted, right? 

Alison Booth: Yeah. And it's, it is also the casualness.

This is almost, it runs the risk of being almost [00:26:00] sloppy. Like, why can't you write like Chekhov, Chekhov is very dec decorous. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah.

Alison Booth: And she's it's, oh, paw, 

Jim Phelan: yeah. Yeah. 

Alison Booth: Casual. So it does seem almost like it's reportage or just, anecdote.

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: I just had a conversation. My, my dad and we go across the street and we visit her. So there's that breaking of the fiction nonfiction autobiography question, but then you were starting to say the meta fiction, this the sort of, it's, you're tempted to say this is not. A story about Grace Paley or about the character narrator, but about writing fiction.

Yeah. About something really big, which is I feel like art is an entertainment while you're dying. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. 

Alison Booth: And that's what I get from this story is, I don't have anywhere else to go. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Can 

Alison Booth: you write me a good story? And don't gimme this horse shit of a short little thing where, it's it's liberally a kind of silly story that, 

Jim Phelan: It's all events, right?

It's just this [00:27:00] happens at the end, right? 

Alison Booth: And no one leaves out the details. Yeah. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: So I just I love it. And by the way, I was finding out, she often called herself. Faith Darwin. And the more I thought about it, that's a lovely joke.

Besides it being obvious. Yeah. At first 'cause Grace and Faith are very similar sort of proper names. 

Darwin, of course, being a reference to the idea of evolution, which would be not Christian or Jewish.

But then, so Faith and the Darwinian, but Hailey 

Was 18th century theorist about creation.

Jim Phelan: Ah. So 

Alison Booth: she knows that. Yeah.

Her married name to the cinematographer she married. So she's having even special fun with, 

Paley tried to reconcile Christianity and science. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: And, people still try to do

But I do love that Faith Darwin, but it's not mentioned except that she refers, her father refers to a story.

She. Published that he's objecting to Faith in a Tree where [00:28:00] the character Faith Darwin. His name, title anyway. 

Jim Phelan: And it sort of non-realistic and ah let's get away from that. Tell us, tell the story in this realist mode. So I think, the first paragraph is maybe worth paying a little bit of attention to Yeah.

In terms of, how she's setting things up and some interesting phrases there. And right away we get some kind of opposition between the way they're interpreting his condition.

Muscle failure is not due to his old heart, he says, but to a potassium shortage.

And I have these metaphors, so it's hard to bloody motor won't do certain jobs. Still floods his head with Brandy Light. It's interesting that right away we're getting this, playing out of what, or we're getting introduced to something which plays out more fully in the rest of the story about, how, what, how she likes to tell and interpret and how he wants this realism.

Or the, the facts it's, let's be [00:29:00] scientific. It's a potassium story shortage, right? 

Alison Booth: And he was, I think it's important, it's biographically true of the father, but that he was a doctor and then an artist. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. And 

Alison Booth: in the inner story there, there's worshiping brainy light, you know the old golden horse.

Yeah. The addiction to heroin. And then the girlfriend comes along and says, body 

Jim Phelan: right. 

Alison Booth: Arteries. He starts caring about his body and there's the materialism. So I think, just as all philosophy knows, there's this my body problem, but but it starts out this wonderful quarrel between the sort of realists, 

Jim Phelan: right?

Alison Booth: Just tell, matter of fact stories of everyday life, which can be extremely meaningful. But but this, she wants to write with more fun and imagination. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. Yeah. And the other thing about, the, and the ending of the first paragraph for it, he offers last minute advice and makes the request and then we focus on the request, but the [00:30:00] last minute advice is there for, stands out.

And maybe initially where we can think of, alright the last minute advice and the requests are connected. I'm advising you to change the way you write I'm gonna make this request but it's also, something, I think that if we re reread the story, that this phrase less minute advice becomes important because it ends with his advice, look at the truth.

Alison Booth: And it she's willing, not just last minute advice, but the last word, yeah. So there's always this sort of, what did he say on his death bed kind of feeling, but 

Jim Phelan: Right. 

Alison Booth: I'm always supposed to let him have the last word. And I think you were pointing out that the story does not, Paley's story does not include any further conversation.

Just. He does get the last word. He does get the last word. And when will you look it in the face? And he has said that once before too. So it's quite 

It's, [00:31:00] we're not supposed to ignore when will you look at it in the face? 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: And that is his last word, right? And I think it being mortality don't you think?

Jim Phelan: Oh, absolutely. Yeah. Yeah. His, I'm at the end and we need I accept it. You need to see it, right? 

Alison Booth: Yeah. 

Jim Phelan: And I think it, that could maybe take us into, the way he interprets the more elaborate story, right?

Alison Booth: Yeah. 

Jim Phelan: The way and that gets into the difference between her always wanting everyone real or vented, deserves the open destiny of life.

Which we get early in the story. And then his, and so she wants to insist on that. When he emphasizes the fact that she says the end after she tells the more elaborate story. And then she says it doesn't have to be the end. And I, as you were reading it, I, it struck me that the phrase, the end, right?

He says that four times. Yes. Poor woman, poor girl. To be born on a time of fools to live among fools. The [00:32:00] end, the five times the end, he repeats it. You were right to put that down the end. There's a third time. What a tragedy. The end of a person. 

Alison Booth: Yeah. 

Jim Phelan: The fourth time. Then he says that one more time.

Historical tragedy. No hope the end.

Alison Booth: Yeah. 

Jim Phelan: So he's, so he say why is he insisting on that? And especially then when we get to transition the end. Oh, posh. You could change. And then in your life, your own life too. You have to look it in the face. 

It's okay, we're gonna turn from this story to you and me and, our situation here.

Alison Booth: And let's connect it to also that kind of situation that makes the story so recognizable, which is you're trying, she's been sent, she is the visitor right now. Yeah. Promised her family. She's not gonna rile him up. So honestly, I, as I was reading, I was. Freshly thinking, she's watching, it's disturbing to see someone [00:33:00] who in order to breathe, he's getting riled up.

Jim Phelan: Yes. 

Alison Booth: Order, breathe. He's putting oxygen in and she's trying to say no. It's not so tragic. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. 

Alison Booth: Lori, and that's what we do with dying people. We say, you're being great today. And the dying person probably wants to punch you because No, 

Then 

Alison Booth: you can get in the face.

Jim Phelan: No, I If 

Alison Booth: you're gonna die. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. No, and I like that because it also gives a another angle on why does she insist on the open destiny of life. Where the continuing doesn't have to be the end. It's, that's, she's trying to tell him let's not doesn't have to be your end either.

We can read this story if we're gonna apply it. Oh look, she, she continued. She recovered.

And, but he won't have it. 

Yeah. Yeah. 

Alison Booth: And she is thinking of the person. She actually, the character narrator is thinking of the person she actually knows.

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: As a matter of fact, the person has changed. They, there is recovery from addiction. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: And, the, she's only 40. So there's this [00:34:00] resorting to the wrong argument in in, in both directions in a funny way. 

Jim Phelan: But also that, that what you were saying before, to, to preface it, this is where we get the line about she is my knowledge and my invention.

Yes, maybe she does have some knowledge of this is what happened. She did recover. But also, I'm telling a story I'm inventing here and I'm gonna have my invention, have this outcome. It could really happen that way. If she says,

Alison Booth: and she feels that, and it says at the very beginning that annoyed with stories that have too much of a providential yeah.

Closure. Even in, even real or invented, people deserve the open destiny of life. So this particular version of the writer in the story really doesn't want endings. And that is actually, you're with your father trying to keep him alive, literally, but just likes open-endedness and that there is plenty of fiction that does, tries [00:35:00] to minimize the feeling of closure at the end of a story.

This one doesn't. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah.

Alison Booth: It's. 

But I also really that a person must have a character. 

Jim Phelan: Uhhuh 

Alison Booth: a character is not a real person is going back and forth. Yeah. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: He's, he is, even the casual dialogue is commenting on the metafictional questions about the story.

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. Just to, pick up on what you're saying about about the ending. It's the sort of the coincidence or the convergence that's a better word of the end of the conversation and the end of Paley's story. Won't you look at, in the face, you need to look it in the face.

And the end is coming and in that sense, it's a, there's very strong closure.

Alison Booth: Yeah. And why do you think he said, why, when will you look it in the face? Because it. You could say when you're gonna face the truth or when it, yeah. I guess it's because it's [00:36:00] so obviously physical.

I also think could have a little bit to do with the it's Christian, but it's the, the, now we see we will see God face to face or we will actually be able to see 

Jim Phelan: yeah. 

Alison Booth: In person, face to face, in the afterlife. I don't know. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. And I mean that also if we wanted to think about, the metaphor of the face and Lena and the way to think about ethics and so on.

There's this dimension of it, right? That yeah, we could do Lena seeing reading of the father saying, when will you look at a face? When will you look me in the face? When will you acknowledge mine? Condition, take it in. Instead of using your stories to deflect or, not see me in a way.

So I, I don't know that Pale was reading Lebanons or anything but I think the fit is pretty good.

Yeah. 

Alison Booth: Did we get a chance to talk? It's just nice. I guess we you mentioned the [00:37:00] mirroring, just how I was thinking about addiction.

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Let's talk 

Alison Booth: more about that. In the inner story with the mother and the son she's, she is immersing herself in the son's excessive attachment. And then, it's just in inconsolable detachment when he leaves. But here's the father and daughter still having a pretty good ongoing. Yeah.

Jim Phelan: Knocked 

Alison Booth: down cheerful joy, cooking attachment. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: But but he, his drug besides the nitroglycerin is stories. Yeah. I want some more stories. Yeah. 

And I just, I, many years reading the story, I never thought quite as clearly about the inversion of the mother and son, father and 

Jim Phelan: daughter. And then also, if you think about okay, the separation, right? So the son separates from the mother, 

And now the fathers being forced to separate from the [00:38:00] daughter. And that's part of what he wants her to look in the face. So yeah, there, I think we get the contrast, the inversions, but again, I think it's a. So it's a, if we talk about the mirror, right? It's a fun house mirror. It's not a, it's not a one-to-one kind of thing. It's a, the images are getting flipped, but still, there's some, value in, in comparing the two things.

Yeah. Yeah, it might be worth just looking at two, some of the other parts of the conversation that or the narration that do invite sort of the thinking of about the story as not fictional. We already talked about some of it, but how about something like the stubborn hero?

Alison Booth: Yes. I was just turning to that in my mind, that, is the father a dumb innocent who outwits the character narrator. 

The father does get the last word. The father gets the best ending of all. Yeah. I just love her comments about the [00:39:00] difficulty when you think you've got one kind of character and you don't know how to finish it, and

Jim Phelan: yeah, 

Alison Booth: you think they're extraordinary, but it turns out as the work goes along, they're just average with a good education.

That's an example of funny sometimes the other way around. The person's a kind of dumb, innocent, but he outwits you and can't even you, and you can't even think of an ending good enough. So she does give endings in some of her stories, but I felt like characters are like children. All babies are fantastic.

And then they grow up when they come to the physical adolescence, they turn into junkies. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah,

Alison Booth: and the people talk about the we, the character's, neighborhood, all have, these kids are either off at college or in the hospital or dropping out. There's that kind of helplessness of a parent about 

Jim Phelan: Yeah.

Alison Booth: The child's growth and the narrator, the writer is regarding the characters as having a will of their own [00:40:00] and 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: Possibly changing the destiny that you thought you were gonna write.

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. And maybe, just to draw this out a little bit more like the, if we think about Hailey and her story and so we could ask, is the father, you have to let the story lie around till some, a agreement can be reached between you and the stubborn hero, right? And this is also about the difficulty of ending, right? So does that, would you say that sort of that's what happens here, that they're pale at least comes to some agreement about how to end the story and let the stubborn hero have the last word, right?

Yeah. Yeah. 

Alison Booth: Yeah. And you don't necessarily have any confidence that the that she has time for any more conversations with her father. But this is her her ethical resolution. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: Which is not really a [00:41:00] resolution. It. It does the best she can. I just, I find it delightful.

And the, it's good to remember that often as not people would be reading, it's not the end, you move on to the next grace pa story. So you become a little bit attached, if not addicted to more of, getting to know the, who are we? 'Cause I really like that it's not just, he's not in a nursing home.

There are neighbors, there's family. 

It's not just a, it's not waiting for Cado. Yeah. What are we gonna do? There, there's a, there's, it's a populous story with a feeling that there's community. And that to me. Is one of the sources where I do think pale is identifying with the character narrator's, optimism, okay. Yeah. There's a clinic. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. 

Alison Booth: And she's helping people from your experience, from your suffering, you can help people. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. 

Alison Booth: I dunno, does that, 

Jim Phelan: is 

Alison Booth: that, I don't know if that's connecting to what you were saying, [00:42:00] but 

Jim Phelan: Yeah, I think what it raises for me is, whether my inclination is to read the story at Paley, ultimately siding with the father.

But I think there's another possibility which would be to say, in a bian way, she's giving, equal weight to both sides, or she's certainly giving, weight to the character narrator in her efforts to, be there for him and tell him a story that. It takes 'em away from the idea that this is the end.

But I get, I, it seems to me that all the stuff about the last word and just the way the story ends and the repetition about looking it in the face, it's, I still am inclined to think that ultimately she takes the father's side.

Alison Booth: Yeah. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: I like, I think that's a, that I think that reading improves the story.

That's what we're supposed to be [00:43:00] doing. I do and it, I had always thought we're supposed to be a little bit more on the narrator side. She could have had it narrated by the father. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: But but I think. It fits with this growing feeling I have that it's a dialogue, a a philosophical dialogue between two voices.

Yeah. And the dial the genius of that, which has been an age old structure for a lot of literature and drama would be to voice different competing goods. He's right and he's right. But he does get the last word and Yeah. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: And in life he's right in fiction.

Jim Phelan: Yeah.

Alison Booth: And yeah. It's all pretty brutal. And it is no fun to be 86 attached to an oxygen machine. 

And he's managing to make it's generating interest in his life. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah, absolutely. Absolutely. So

Alison Booth: that's a [00:44:00] good way to be old. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. And as you say, part of that generation of interest is his interest in stories and storytelling and what makes a good story.

And and to be with a, his daughter who's a, a writer who, writer of stories. 

Yeah. 

Alison Booth: One of the things I like about the, about it, as I said, it was a 1970s story and, height of the interest in Antonioni. They're sitting and he's so drugged out. He's sleeping.

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: He's missing. But then I, like the boy and his girl took their electronic mimeograph and moved to the bushy edge of another borough. If you remember mimeograph machines. Yeah. But the political Yeah. Importance of the, these journals, which are not, they're what is, they're everywhere.

Jim Phelan: They're 

Alison Booth: money, they're little, they're like zines.

People are all really interested now. So I just, I like the kind of activism, uhhuh implications in this story. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. [00:45:00] Yeah. 

Alison Booth: And 

Jim Phelan: yeah, and I think even there then it invites the contrast between that kind of activism and then what is he always mother, when he moves away and so on, then he, and the way in which sort of the parent child roles get reversed a little bit.

You've gotta, you, I'm gonna give you 60 days to stay clean, yeah. And if you can't do that, I'm not gonna come back and see you. And it's a, it is like that. He becomes a disciplinarian. Even though that's, even though he himself, even though he himself had been addicted.

And he she doesn't have somebody elbowing her at a Nancy Ono movie. And he, the son, the, in the story, the son is able to overcome his addiction because of, what you were talking about before, all the attention to the physical and, the new diet and everything.

She doesn't have that, right? She just has him. And what he does is say clean up your act. [00:46:00] Yeah. 

Alison Booth: I like the echo. That's related to, seeing the inner story, the longer inner story as connecting to the story of the whole 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: The frame story. In the inner story, the mother is trying to, the mother has no good logic 'cause she thinks she should get to become an addict, to be part of the youth culture, but to keep him from feeling guilty because she thinks guilt causes cancer.

Jim Phelan: Yeah

Alison Booth: guilt is the stony heart of nine-tenths of all clinically diagnosed cancers in America today. She is not a scientific doctor. 

There's a lot of just we, I mean we remember the kind of goofy alternative medicines Yeah. Of the hippie era. But I also think it's an echo of that first sentence or second sentence.

His heart, that bloody motor is equally old and will not do just certain jobs, but the stony heart of cancer. 

Bloody motor,

Jim Phelan: it's Yeah. Yeah. [00:47:00] Providing those connections. Yeah. 

Alison Booth: Yeah. What makes your body go and what makes society run, yeah. Can't be a full story. I don't know.

Jim Phelan: And the sense of, that she's over attached in a way. I'm not sure that's the right phrase, but somehow, yes. That all her friends are saying wait, what we're concerned. And she says, oh, it's an honor to be with them, and 

Alison Booth: yes, 

Jim Phelan: I'd rather be with them than with you.

And it's wait a minute. What's going on? Something wrong there. 

Alison Booth: Oh, she refuses. She's refusing to grow up. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: And her the father is 86 and knows it. Yeah. And not in any denial that, that's interesting. Yeah. So she thinks that she's got the elixir of youth and and cannot, the, a baby has to leave its mother to grow up.

Yeah. And the tragedy, when will you look it in the face is that you lose your children. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: And you die. I'm sorry to listeners, [00:48:00] and but, humor in the face of death, I think there's a fine tradition of. Comedy being even braver than tragedy and thinking. Yeah. Tragedy tends to tell a more isolated individual story in a lot of ways. And community humor can be one of the better ways of facing 

Jim Phelan: coping.

Yeah. 

Alison Booth: Facing the, on the ongoing 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: Cycles.

Jim Phelan: Yeah. And just, tease out something else about then the contrast between the mother and the father. If we compare their last words, my baby and so the not wanting to let him grow up in a way.

And then the father, when will you look it in the face, right? The truth, right? Yes. Let's face that. That's, yeah. He 

Alison Booth: knows the truth in this story. He definitely gets, that is better truth, but he's calling it tragedy which 

Jim Phelan: yeah. [00:49:00] 

Alison Booth: Is his own belief system. He's read his Aristotle or, he has a general idea of what tragedy is.

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: So it's not just the loss of one person, but something bigger than that, I think. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: Or not. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Or or it could be his own, just understandable self awareness. And this is the end of my life, right?

Alison Booth: Yeah. 

Jim Phelan: I love life, so it's a tragedy, right? And, but we have to face it.

We have to face it. We have to be truthful. And it's part of being a realistic writer.

Yeah. It's all fits together in that way. I think 

Alison Booth: True truth first. Yeah. He believes in truth first and Yeah. I like her. It's a funny world nowadays. Yeah. Which is just such a cliche and but what she means is they are hiring, recovered acade I said academics, recovered addicts.

They're hiring for the clinics. They're getting people who have experience. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: A funny [00:50:00] world. 'Cause he was a doctor in a more official way. And this is a more alternative, probably a methadone clinic or something that she perhaps knows about.

Real or invented. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. 

Yeah. Good. We're coming to the end. So there are there things that you wanted to get to that we haven't touched on? 

Alison Booth: And I'm looking at the things we've thought about. I think we've done a really good job of covering it all. And I guess I, I just, it makes me want to go back and re you know, there's a beautiful, collected her stories and came out posthumously in, or, no, it was before she died.

Sorry. So she died in 2007. I guess just as a framework to say, if you read others of her stories, you'll see that the activism in the inner story is very autobiographical, uhhuh that she was, people kept saying she'd be writing more, she'd, spend more time writing and less time doing her political activism.

And her parents I was interested to learn that the [00:51:00] parents came from Ukraine. 

Jim Phelan: Okay. 

Alison Booth: And they were, socialists. I think I did mention that she got involved in going to a synagogue later in life. But the atheism of father and daughter at the point of this story makes a lot of sense.

I think it helps the story to be thinking he doesn't think he's going to some kind of comfy paradise. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah.

Alison Booth: You have to look at in the face. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: It's just going to end. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: Which is a harsher thing than, oh, Oog mom is in heaven or something. Yeah. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: But neither of them is doing that kind of over, over comforting.

Yeah. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: So I, she's a kind of feminist hero of mine, Uhhuh. 

Jim Phelan: Okay. 

Alison Booth: And, and I think for a lot of academics who want to be activists now, she's a sort of role model. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. 

Alison Booth: She did start teaching in colleges because she was so successful. 

Jim Phelan: That's right. Yeah.

Alison Booth: And she remarried and I think she had a great life.

I think she was really nice to her children. [00:52:00] Yeah. And I add that because that so many authors, when you start getting into their biographies, you start thinking, oh 

Jim Phelan: yeah, right 

Alison Booth: here was the art worth the 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. The cost for their children. 

Alison Booth: Yeah. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: I knew Saal Beo, it's just a little disillusioning when you know real people.

Whereas I think pal's probably pretty close to her adorable character narrator in terms of 

Jim Phelan: Just a footnote. Not, I always remember that your father would, used All Bello as an example to talk about the difference between a biographical author and an implied author, right? Yes.

Yeah. Yes. 

Alison Booth: Yeah. Yeah. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: She, yeah. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Alison Booth: But they were friends. They really liked each other, but 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. I never took, when I was in Chicago, he taught one course and I didn't take it. Yeah. But I heard him, read and speak and stuff, but I never got to know him, okay. Thanks so much, Alison. This was really fun and enlightening, I think. 

Alison Booth: Pleasure. Thanks. A lot of fun. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah, and I want to thank our listeners and remind you that we're happy to get your [00:53:00] feedback, which you can send to us by email at projectnarrative@osu.edu, or on our Facebook page or to our Twitter account, @PNOhioState. I'd also like to remind you that you can find more than 50 additional episodes of the podcast at the Project Narrative website or on Apple Podcasts. And if you do listen on Apple, I invite you to rate and review us. Thank you again for listening.




