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Introduction

Astronomers, evolutionary biologists, physicists, no less than storytellers, are compelled to ask themselves how the universe and life began and what are the causes of change. And therein lies a story. In fact, many stories. One might say that man is the storytelling animal. In the deepest human sense, we are, and we become, the stories that we tell about ourselves to explain ourselves. We never tire of retelling each other into each other's lives.

True storytelling begins with the sense of wonder. Why does the universe exist rather than nothing? Why did he meet her by the willow tree that windy day? What happened next? Did they get married? Did he die? In this remarkable collection of stories and essays, Nancy Willard wonders her stories into form and wonders about the art of wondering. In effect, her essays are stories about stories, how they have their roots both in experience and in invention. If her childhood seems to have been magical, it is because she has not lost her sense of enchantment in its recounting. In her retelling of the Cinderella story from the point of view of the rat-turned-coachman, she is able to project herself into other characters who also value their histories and speculate about what is to become of them. Unlike the children in e.e. cummings's poem who “down they forgot as up they grew,” Willard cherishes the origins of astonishment in the child's curiosity about herself and her world. Willard says:

The teller tells the story he has made out of bits he has seen and pieces he has heard. His telling brings these fragments together, and in that healing synthesis, he gives the wasted hours of our lives an order that they don't have and a radiance that only God and the artist can perceive.

The universe that Willard's imagination inhabits is enchanted because everything in it has its story, everything is touched with the animation of her own delight in the thoughtful act of looking. In this book the reader can witness the products of Willard's imagination in their completed form and at the same time glimpse the resources of her particular experiences that she has shaped into stories. And therein lies her dominant themeâ€”how people either fail or succeed in inventing the lives that finally they must call their own. Their fictions of themselves must bear the weight of what they feel, just as the lovers, Nicholas and Janet, must define their chosen love against the fantasy of their benefactor, Amyas, who wishes he could fly. The story that Willard creates is a fabric of the fictions each character creates for himself or herself, and this composite fiction is the “lie” that enables the reader to see into the representative truth of her characters. That is what Willard means when she concludes her essay, “The Well-tempered Falsehood”: “Yes, to tell the lie. But in the telling, to make it true.”

Willard is right in assuming that the fictions we invent, the life of the imagination, are an essential part of the reality of human life. And so the supernatural in her work, the aura of enchantment that often surrounds her objects and people, must be seen as what the mind adds to the perceived world of events and images. A dreamlike or impressionistic sense of things gives expression to the feelings that inevitably are associated with what we call the actual. Even the most recalcitrant realist must acknowledge the existence of human fantasy, of wishing and making believe. It is as if we live in two worlds at once, and these worlds of the literal and the imagined are always merging or clashing, each contending for our allegiance.

In the world of the actual the universal law is that everything is causally connected, and therefore description is essentially linear. Explanation or interpretation must show how things connect in sequence, motivation causing action, one action leading to the next. But in the world of imagination such necessity may be suspended briefly to allow an imaginative premise to take the place of a cause. In Willard's hands, the real and the imagined are joined and enhance one another. That is perhaps one of the many reasons why her lectures on the craft of writing given at Bread Loaf Writers' Conference over the years have been so important to other writers.

Willard's writing demonstrates that the spirit of fiction is never far from the spirit of childhood recollection, of the fairy tale, and of myth. Such narration possesses the freedom to reject explanation for presentation, to apprehend an image or an action in the intensity of the moment in which it is witnessed. For example, in a poem inspired by a literal reading of a newspaper headline on a sports page, “Buffalo Climbs Out of Cellar,” Willard restores the life of the buffalo by making him a four-legged buffalo again. She gives us his predicament and his story. We know how he must feel, and so we care. But as artist she does not tell us, nor does she have to, how he got there in the first place, for that would be another story.

Robert Pack

Director of the Bread Loaf Writers' Conference

5 Stories

1

Her Father's House

Over the loudspeaker the stewardess's voice disintegrated, crackling like cellophane. Erica stood up and herded Anatole into the aisle.

“Goodbye,” said the stewardess. “My, you're real big for three years old. I'll bet your grandma's going to give you a big hug.”

“I'm going to hug my grandma,” said Anatole. “My old grandpa died.”

The stewardess smiled. Erica's husband, Theo, made a space for them, carrying the suitcase, and they all three hurried through the carpeted tunnel into the terminal. Erica saw John, looking more bald than she had remembered him and paler, wiping his glasses on his T-shirt the way he always did just before he lifted Papa into his chair at the table or took Papa the paper. She wondered if he was looking for a new job or if her mother would let him stay on to take care of the house. Perhaps he'd already put his advertisement in the newspaperâ€”the same advertisement that had brought him into their family three years ago.

Then she caught sight of her mother at the gate and ran forward and hugged her, astonished at how small she had become.

“Mother, you've gotten thinner since I saw you at Christmas.”

“I
am
thinner,” said her mother. “I didn't sleep a wink all night. I know I won't sleep tomorrow night, either.”

“Your sister and her kids got in yesterday,” John said.

“Kirsten's here?”

“But not Harold,” added her mother. “He couldn't get away. I've got to make a reservation for Kirsten and the children at Grubb's for Saturday. Joan wants to go there for her last free birthday. After your tenth you have to pay for the cake and ice cream. Danny went there for all his birthdays.”

“I thought you said the funeral's on Saturday,” said Erica.

“Funeral's tomorrow. This dragging it all out, I'm a wreck.”

“I'll get the car,” said John as Anatole and Theo joined them. “I'll meet you outside the baggage gate.”

The four of them watched him hobble down the escalator.

“How's his foot?” asked Theo.

“It turns all dark in the morning,” Erica's mother said. “It's his circulation. And he keeps on smoking. And he won't have an operation. Yesterday he cut the toes out of his shoes. Too bad his room is on the third floor. It takes him forever to get there. And he can't lift as well as he used to. But he was so good with Hal.”

John turned onto the expressway and opened the window. The warm winds of May blessed them. Traffic at this early hour was not heavy; the air smelled fresh. In the front seat, her mother turned around and talked to the space between Erica and Theo, just over Anatole's head.

“Hal had such a good day Monday. He ate a big lunchâ€”â€””

“Not quite as big as the day before,” said John.

“Why, he ate some nut loaf and a bowl of yogurt and a dish of prunes. And he shaved all by himself. The bridge club was coming over, so I got him dressed in his best suit. He looked real nice. I asked him did he want to go downstairs and watch TV, and he said no, he'd rather read in the study. All the ladies came to see him when they went upstairs for their coats, and he talked to them.”

“Did he talk?” asked Erica. “He hardly spoke a word to me at Christmas.”

“He did. He showed Mrs. Nordlund his book on the Grand Canyon. He used to read it every night. I'd sit up with him when he couldn't sleep. I can still see him reading that book, the tears running down his face.”

“Was he in pain?” asked Theo.

Erica's mother shook her head vigorously.

“No,” she said. “He told me his grandfather used to cry too, for no reason. They called it sunstroke in those days. Look at the new shopping center that's gone up since you were here last.”

Over a drive-in restaurant a giant chef balanced a hamburger on his upraised palm and turned slowly on a pedestal. Erica tried to recall what had stood there before. An open field? Stands of oak and hickory, holding the twilight like a cup?

“I used to tote a tray like that,” Theo said quietly.

“You worked as a waiter?” asked her mother, surprised.

“Six months.”

“And now Erica tells me you're working with birds for some research project.”

Theo nodded. “Only till my teaching fellowship comes through.”

“I didn't know you knew anything about birds,” said John.

“I don't,” said Theo. “I was only hired to feed them and clean their cages.”

“What kind of birds do you work with?” asked John.

“All kinds,” answered Theo, suddenly vague, as if he had very nearly divulged a great secret.

Her mother blew her nose.

“And after dinner I took him into the sunroom to watch TV, and then I took him upstairs to bed and got his nightshirt on, and he said, â€˜I have a bad pain,' and I said, â€˜Where?' And he pointed to his heart. And I said, â€˜I'm right here, Hal'â€”he always liked to know I was thereâ€”but his eyes were going all funny and I ran downstairs to call for the ambulance.”

“I'd already called the police,” said John. “They came right away.”

“I had the downstairs looking good for bridge club but I'd thrown everything into the bedroom. And that's where everybody came. The police, the ambulance, the rescue squad. All the kids on the block were lined up across the street. The doctor gave Hal oxygen all the way to the hospital.”

John turned off the highway, down Norfolk Drive.

“I shouldn't have had bridge club,” said her mother, rolling up the window. “I shouldn't have gone to that college reunion with Minnie. It was my fiftieth. After that you don't get any more.”

Far ahead of them, Erica could see the pear trees blossoming on both sides of the front walk like a wedding procession, spangling the grass with petals.

“He was ninety-two,” said John. “He had a good and fruitful life.”

“I never knew his age when I married him,” her mother said. “I was twenty-six. He didn't look forty-five.”
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