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vaguely aware of. They’re very rested when they take
these naps.

And later on in the summer we have an opportunity to
eat corn, which is the one plant that I can distinguish from
the others, and which is the harvest that I like the best; the
others are the food that no child likes — the collards, the
okra, the strong, violent vegetables that I would give a
great deal for now. But I do like the corn because it’s sweet,
and because we all sit down to eat it, and it’s finger food,
and it’s hot, and its even good cold, and there are neigh-
bors in, and there are uncles in, and it’ easy, and it’s nice.

The picture of the corn and the nimbus of emotion
surrounding it became a powerful one in the manuscript
I’m now completing.

Authors arrive at text and subtext in thousands of ways,
learning each time they begin anew how to recognize a
valuable idea and how to render the texture that accompa-
nies, reveals or displays it to its best advantage. The proc-
ess by which this is accomplished is endlessly fascinating
to me. I have always thought that as an editor for twenty
years I understood writers better than their most careful
critics, because in examining the manuscript in each of its
subsequent stages I knew the author’s process, how his or
her mind worked, what was effortless, what took time,
where the “solution” to a problem came from. The end
result — the book — was all that the critic had to go on.

Still, for me, that was the least important aspect of the
work. Because, no matter how “fictional” the account of
these writers, or how much it was a product of invention,
the act of imagination is bound up with memory. You
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know, they straightened out the Mississippi River in
places, to make room for houses and livable acreage. Oc-
casionally the river floods these places. “Floods” is the
word they use, but in fact it is not flooding; it is remem-
bering. Remembering where it used to be. All water has a
perfect memory and is forever trying to get back to where
it was. Writers are like that: remembering where we were,
what valley we ran through, what the banks were like, the
light that was there and the route back to our original
place. It is emotional memory — what the nerves and the
skin remember as well as how it appeared. And a rush of
imagination is our “flooding.”

Along with personal recollection, the matrix of the work I
do is the wish to extend, fill in and complement slave
autobiographical narratives. But only the matrix. What
comes of all that is dictated by other concerns, not least
among them the novel’s own integrity. Stll, like water, 1
remember where I was before I was “straightened out.”

*

Q. I would like to ask about your point of view as a
novelist. Is it a vision, or are you taking the part of the
particular characters?

I try sometimes to have genuinely minor characters just
walk through, like a walk-on actor. But I get easily dis-
tracted by them, because a novelist’s imagination goes like
that: Every little road looks to me like an adventure, and
once you begin to claim it and describe it, it looks like
more, and you invent more and more and more. I don’t
mind doing that in my first draft, but afterward I have to
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cut back. I have seen myself get distracted, and people
have loomed much larger than I had planned, and minor
characters have seemed a little bit more interesting than
they need to be for the purposes of the book. In that case I
try to endow them: If there are little pieces of information
that I want to reveal, I let them do some of the work. But I
try not to get carried away; I try to restrain it, so that,
finally, the texture is consistent and nothing is wasted;
there are no words in the final text that are unnecessary,
and no people who are not absolutely necessary.

As for the point of view, there should be the illusion that
it’s the characters’ point of view, when in fact it isn’t; it’s
really the narrator who is there but who doesn’t make
herself (in my case) known in that role. I like the feeling of
a told story, where you hear a voice but you can’t identify it,
and you think it’s your own voice. It's a comfortable voice,
and it’s a guiding voice, and it’s alarmed by the same things
that the reader is alarmed by, and it doesn’t know what’s
going to happen next either. So you have this sort of
guide. But that guide can’t have a personality; it can only
have a sound, and you have to feel comfortable with this
voice, and then this voice can easily abandon itself and
reveal the interior dialogue of a character. So it’s a combi-
nation of using the point of view of various characters but
still retaining the power to slide in and out, provided that
when I'm “out” the reader doesn’t see little fingers point-
ing to what's in the text.

What I really want is that intimacy in which the reader
is under the impression that he isn’t really reading this;
that he is participating in it as he goes along. It’s unfold-
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ing, and he’ always two beats ahead of the characters and
right on target.

Q. You have said that writing is a solitary activity. Do
you go into steady seclusion when you’re writing, so that
your feelings are sort of contained or do you have to get
away, and go out shopping and . .

I do all of it. I’'ve been at this book for three years. I go
out shopping, and I stare, and I do whatever. It goes away.
Sometimes it’s very intense and I walk — I mean, I write a
sentence and I jump up and run outside or something; it
sort of beats you up. And sometimes I don’t. Sometimes I
write long hours every day. I get up at §:30 and just go do
it, and if I don’t like it the next day, I throw it away. But
I sit down and do it. By now I know how to get to that
place where something is working. I didn’t always know; I
thought every thought I had was interesting — because it
was mine. Now I know better how to throw away things
that are not useful. I can stand around and do other things
and think about it at the same time. I don’t mind not
writing every minute; I'm not so terrified.

When you first start writing — and I think it true for a
lot of beginning writers — you’re scared to death that if
you don’t get that sentence right that minute its never
going to show up again. And it isn’t. But it doesn’t matter
— another one will, and it’ll probably be better. And I
don’t mind writing badly for a couple of days because I
know I can fix it — and fix it again and again and again,
and it will be better. I don’t have the hysteria that used to
accompany some of those dazzling passages that I thought
the world was just dying for me to remember. I'm a little
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more sanguine about it now. Because the best part of it all,
the absolutely most delicious part, is finishing it and then
doing it over. That's the thrill of a lifetime for me: if I can
just get done with that first phase and then have infinite
time to fix it and change it. I rewrite a lot, over and over
again, so that it looks like I never did. I try to make it look
like I never touched it, and that takes a lot of time and a lot
of sweat.

Q. In Song of Solormon, what was the relationship be-
tween your memories and what you made up? Was it very
tenuous?

Yes, it was tenuous. For the first time I was writing a
book in which the central stage was occupied by men, and
which had something to do with my loss, or my percep-
tion of loss, of a man (my father) and the world that disap-
peared with him. (It didn’t, but I fe/t that it did.) So I was
re-creating a time period that was his — not biographi-
cally his life or anything in it; I use whatever’s around. But
it seemed to me that there was this big void after he died,
and I filled it with a book that was about men because my
two previous books had had women as the central charac-
ters. So in that sense it was about my memories and the
need to invent. I had to do something. I was in such a rage
because my father was dead. The connections between us
were threads that I either mined for a lot of strength or
they were purely invention. But I created a male world
and inhabited it and it had this quest — a journey from
stupidity to epiphany, of a man, a complete man. It was my
way of exploring all that, of trying to figure out what he
may have known.
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