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Essential Alice Munro: The only prerequl site
for reading the Nobel laureate is having lived

By BEN DOLNICK

The New York Tim

Before I'd read Alice Munro — when my

cloud (“older woman,” " “short sto-
ries”) — [ imagined that the: of read-
inghes ok cwrbothere i v e e
inlmllltlﬂ:nry:u’\-illud.ﬂﬂh.m

Mﬂmlmmllymdhmmuﬂd!m-
edoffmy hisper an in-
sane, about that
anxiety-stricken TA over by the copy muchine.
Tt turns out that Alice Munro — Nobel laureate,

Author Most Likely to Endure, object of uni-
vanlwmaiymmnu\duwy s not just
impor but fun. Her

@ high shelf: they belong in the passenger seat
dmmmdwmhuymhﬂuwd\ew
m)slue.ﬂmwmahmpmbu

people who smell like mnklbwm'\mm- tlt
way that couples breaking

terrupt the solemn prumodums to have ps—
sionate sex.

The prerequisites for appreciating Viadimir
Nabokov, for example, mrhui- an :;m-nmm
forcr ar
chess and a passing familiarity with Ak’xandﬁ
Pushkin. The prerequisites for reading Munro
are: having lived.

Before her retirement in 2013, she wrote 14
shart story collections (a couple of which may
try to pass themselves off as novels — dont be-
lieve them). Almost all her stories take place
in rural Ontario and follow the general con-
tours of her life: the childhood on a struggling
farm: the chronically ill mother; the early, un-
successful marriage: the romantic escapades
and agonies.

This fixity of focus, this tendency to return,
like a patient in psychoanalysis, to the same
cluster of significant autobiographical inci-
dents, has Jed some critics (perhaps with a dab
behind the ears of eau du sexism) to treat her
as aminor talent. Enough with the intelligent,
anguished heroines waiting at rural train sta-
tions! Give us Saul Bellow with his lion-hunt-
ing Henderson, Norman Mailer with his cen-
tury-swallowing fever dreams!

This is stupad for lots of reasons, but one of
them gets at a quality of Munro's that is huge-
Iy important but hard to articulate. Her writ
ing, once ingested. lives on in a different part
of the brain than that of most writers. After
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Canadian author Alice Munro at her home in Ginton, Ontario, Canada, in 2013. The master of

short stories died on Monday at the age of 92.

can read its “chapters” out of order, or entire-
Iy alone, and they \mrky\mﬁxr My favorite is
“Changes and Ceremonies.” in whrh nd md

The little bride became a writer after all.

1 miss the years when the only thing

her class prepare for the school 1 op
etta:

Just as during the war you could not imag-
ine what people thought about, worried about,
what the news was about, before there was a

20 years of reading her ar.d raving about her wnr,nmnu-nsnmpmﬂ* remember
to anyone within earshot, I can recite hardlya  what school had been like before the excite-
single sentence. But n-am ion and tension, of the oper-
her books (Lottar wrapped in the etta,
rug Del walking drunk along the edge of the Th dency, I think, writ-
grass) more vividly than 1 entire  er'sbooks abx
mdmmﬁmmdh«mmm dmmnhmdrumbduwﬂ:nm
much ofher authorial work can get underway. But some

murmury, urgent, working-it-out-in-real-time
quality of someone writing by hand on a boun-
cy bus. She makes memories instead.
1 sense your panic, your anxious smile, as if
mmwmmmmm
signing. (Ooh, short stories, how fun,
lﬂdﬁmmﬂmmsoh<ﬂns
the short story thing.
There's something reassuring about novels
— you know where you stand with them. Even
if all you've read is “Moby-Dick.” you can say
nﬂhlmglﬁwdmwu‘wmdl{mn
Melville, just as a visitor to Paris can say she's
been to France. Short story writers, though,
dont have capital cities. You can wander and
wander through their collected works and still
feel as if you're missing the main attractions.

‘books reveal childhood for what it is: the only

than my kids was the
et

One of the activities that Munro's charac
ters are perpetually doing — in addition to rid

ause for me”

The most painful depiction of parental be-
wilderment this side of Philip Roth’s “Ameri
can Pastoral.”

It feels like spooky medical things have
started happening to me and everyone |

“The Bear Came Over the Mountain” is, jus-
tifiably, Munro's most famous story. Julie Chris-
tie starred in the movie version, called “Away
From Her” When the book it's in, “Hateship,
Friendship, Courtship, Loveship, Marriage™
(2001), came out, it felt as if the whole literary
culture, which to that point had been politely
appreciative, mllu'm\'l) gasped: “Dear God,
this woman is amazing”

A 70-year-old woman named Fiona begins
mmlm du.m« pmm Jost on her waty hnm

iwkmlulndnmlﬁnr&smwluumv
an assisted living facility called Meadowlake.

Fiona turns out to be not only content at
Meadowlake — she thrives there. Soon she has
aboyfriend, and Grant finds himself remember-
ing, with an enormously complex stew of jeal
ousyand regret and appreciation. his own long-
ago infidelities.

1 want to spoil as little as possible about this
story, except to say: It contains the greatest
voicemail scene I've ever read. and it is proba-
by the purest devisable test of whether Munro
s for you. Dip this story in your psyche. swirl it
around and wait for the pink stripe of Literary
Wonderment to appear.

Munro's last collection, “Dear Life” (2012)
— published when she was 81 — contains one
of her most efficiently chilling stores. “In Sight
of the Lake™ is about the mounting terrifying
confusion of a woman named Nancy who sets
out on a simple errand only to find herself en-
meshed in a series of ever-more-disconcerting
complications. This is Munro's Franz Kafka sto-
1y, her swerve into the lane of Kazuo Ishiguro's
“The Unconsoled.™

How could Munro bear to be so cleareyed
about old age as she was entering it? | can only
imagine that she came to find her own literary
voice as comforting, and as necessary, as her
readers did. She will, 1 have no doubt, one day
be writing wry, devastating stories about how
St Peter s ear hair has grown unruly since his
wifie Jeft him.

ing buses and having affairs d g or
nearly drowning. “Miles City, Montana,” in
“The Progress of Love™ (1986), is the best of
those staries. Parents of small children arc ad

vised to pour themsedves stiff drinks,

One summer a woman and her hushand are
driving, with their two little daughters, across
the country to visit family. The adults are tes-
ty; the kids are bored. In Montana they stop at
afenced-off public pool and comvina the sulkn
Tifeguand to let the girls swim.

No ane dies (1 feel OK in spoiling e story to
this extent, since otherwise you might sensibly
decide that it's too brutal to read) but the pre-
cariousness of things is laid terrifyingly bar
The narrator ruminates on how dose they came
to disaster:

There's something trashy about this kind of

ot
In"Cortes Isbnd,” part of the collection “The
Love of a Good Woman" (1998), a Mumro-esque

isn't there? S hing shameful

Laying your finger on the wire to get the safe

shock, feeling a bit of what it's like, then pull
back.

ingback
Nothing in this shock feels safe.

'ment of a Vancouver house belonging to an old
e i st is,

You never know quite when you' da

passport stamp.
Here's a cheat sheet from a long-term resi-
levuumadkhxswdm span-

—hlym'ﬂhm“mﬁl!mhnr(hrr-ﬂr
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write — did write, pages that started off au-
tharitatively and then went dry, so that 1 had to
vmdunalmdh’uldianwmh-dpm
ishment and put them in the garbage can,” she

ular set
'make her, for some of us, indispensable.

And if you do, you'll have mare than a new
favorite author. Youl huve a new set of mem-
ories.

Intensity and anguish. _—
“Lives of Girls and Wamen™ (197D bills itself

The way you knowit's not a novel is that you

bers. “T did this over and over sgain un
til 1 had only the notebook cover left.”
The sodden of early artistic
struggle has never been depicted so well. Sut
the read joyof this story is Mirs. Gorrie, the land
lady. S'.euﬁaeemﬁ'an-;r:h-\hmﬂ

neighbor.
were pirk — a varistion of the
pinkish red of her hair. 1 did not think the hair
could be natwral, but how could she have dved
her evebrows? Her face was thin, rouged, viva
mmmwmﬂﬁmmg Her appe-
&mﬁrm took no ac
mund

! vy
‘grew up and stopped to me.
Late Munro is, stylistically, a wholly
et thing. The prose is sparer, more wintry
pswhdme is as gutting and astute as ever
“Silence,” from the collection “Run
:wa_\ (2004). A semifamous former TV host
ruemed Juliet (host of a public-spirited interview
show Nncu{\hmnmhurm al

The

nﬁp:m\h mdmaqx—mmzhvhm n"

atte she’'s been to see Penelope ag

But upon aviving at the retreat oc Ju
Tiet learns (from smother figure in Munmo's pan
theon of unpleasant. ostensibly friendly wom
en) that Penelope has changed her mind. She
doesnt want tobe picked up. and in fact doesat
want to sce or spesk to her mather 2t all

The estrangement and silence nightmarish-
Wpersist, creatinga kind of hallow at the ce
of Juliet's life. “My fither used to say of same-
one he distiked. that he had no use for that per
son,” she thinks. “Couldn't those words mean
simply what they ssy” Penclape does et hav

wor-
ship is a bit much.

One embarrassing aspect of being a Mun-
1o maniac i that she i a pitikssh clear on the
foibles of literary adoration as she is on every-
thing else.

In “Dulse.” a 45-year-old poet named Lydia,
flecing an relationship, spends a few
days at a guesthouse on an istand off the coast of
New Brunswick. This istand, Lydia learns, hap-
pens to be where Willa Cather used to spend her
summers — an aging Cather superfan named
Mr. Stankey tells her so. He, too, is staving there.
and esther spends his days tracking down res-
idents who happen to have met Catherorina
camp chair where he “can sit the
window where she wrote and looked at the sea™

Lydia. for herpart. mostly agonizes about the
wreckage of her relationship. At one point she
sits down to have breakfast with Mr. Stanley.

Catther. The woman was going through reation-
ship difficulties of her own, Mr. Stanley says,
and Cather gave her some sage advice.

Lydia snaps

“What would she know shout it. anvway?”
Lydiia sand

Mr Stanley fifted his eves from his plate and
locked at her in grieved amazement

Later, having calmed down a bit, Lydia
thinks:

Howdid she Fve? That was what Lydia want-
ed to say. Would Mr. Stanley have known what
she was talking about? If she had asked how did
Willa Catther five. would he not hawe nﬂndl!‘m
she did not have to find a way to In
peaple did, that she was Willa Cather”

What 5 lovely. durable shelter he had made
for humself He coabd carry #f evervwhere and
nobody could interfiere with it

This, from the callection “The Moons of Ju-
piter” (1982), is Munro @ her brutal best Sheis
an austhar of 14 bocks who reongnizes that hooks
are not ultimately the thing. That life in ol its
impossible, hilarious, humbling difficalty can-
0 b defestted or made: comprebensitle by a7
tistic design, however hrillismt the designer.

1l be in may camp chair
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=] Give him a cha ki stak
T | Gioe him a chance to make a mistake
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" Napoleon Bonaparte, surelythe  hearts, they might miss aslam As  Then South could lose one club and
en7a2 most famous resident of the Med-  against that, opening one heart  three diamonds
». iterranean isle of Elba, said, “Nev- might allow West into the anction To try to reduce tha
:‘:;“"‘ er interrupt your enemy whenhe  with 2 one-spade overcall. and per-  clarer should call for dum:
eIy is making a mistake. haps the opponents can make four  club #t trick one. Some Easts BRIDGE
s At :hchddgetahk- itissnart spades or have a cheap sacrifice.  automaticalh make the mistake
CAQIMETES to give your opponent a chance to  And since a slam is mathematicsl-  of plaving low. Then South would
e KT make a mistake. In today's deal, ly unlikely, socking it to the oppo-  win st least one cvertrick, simoe Phillip Alder
. how should the play go in four nents with foorheartswouldbethe  West cannot profitsibly shift to di
D Secth hearts after West leads the club experts. amonds. overtake with his club ace and
Vaslneruble Neither jack? switch to the d
Sosth  Wem North Ewit Tt is 2 matter of personal X Inaclass |
““ Pam Pass  Pam ence what you open with that South  is in danger if Easttakesthe  scross the teble. What is deciar-  cvery Somth
wmmwm«. fivst trickand s to 2 high dia-  er doing” He must want to keep  mv's Club gueen, but most Exsts
Opening lend # J heart, arguing that if they tid four  mond, with that nce.  East off the lead. So East shoudd  won and returned a clab’ i



