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exists in a separate reality from the author of the
book that's being written. Also, Daniel doesn’t

wike up and find himself the subject of a haok
He's dying to be more than a minor character, so
he hurls himself into the path of the story and
kedps coming back for more, telling a few hies,
posing as i writer himself, doing things that keep
the storv exeiting enough 10 be written so that he is

integral wo it

Foind of e 15 & f'l;," parl of your nin vl In Being Writ
ey, you allemate betioen chapiers written i second

person for Daniel s pmnt of veme and therd persom for

Delia and everyome olse’s points of et That wust i

eert rather tecknically challenging — why did you decide

to folloe Vhis :,-v.'[mn:.'h, ralher than takang an easwr way
aut and dotng it all o thard person or pust westing from

Danael’s first person fuint of U7 10

[his proved 10 be the casier way T wrote an eniire
draft i the third person, but Daniel's sections were
less engaging than the other characters’ sections
He's the only character in the novel who's aware
that he exists in the imaginaton of an author, but
in the third person draft, | hadn't distinguished his

pnusual voice and perspective from the others, As

woon as | started writing in the second person, it
felt right, and 1 thought, gosh, T wish I'd thought ol

this a year ago!

The second person point of view definiiely has @ dif

ferent feel han tn the thard person chaplers;

mue ,l momy IR L0 SO nEys
It's more neurotic. The second person can
give a sense of a character talking to himsell
Ihe first time 1 encountered second penon
in fiction was in the novel Bright Lights,
Bigr Caty by Jay Mclnerney. The book was
being passed around when [ was in high
school, and |1 I‘Iullghl it was so cool. And
then 1 wrote a short story in the second
person, and a friend who went 1o UN(
ahead of me shared it with Doris Betts
(who probabhy won't remember any
of this). So, I was already a fan of
second persan., 1t's just funny thaat
it took so long to click for me that
[ should use that point of view in

this novel
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Moyl it helpedd profaere yout i wery?
1 guess it probably did

g, 1 alaways

Because the second person 18 kand of mirm

thenk, and 'y not very common

True. T ulready had a latent Jove for it or something, you

know. Once Istarted, 1 thought, this is just wild fun

T knone in graduale school you le wled 1o, in a -m.'(.l!r of

instances. go for the move experomental approach, nol aloovrys
T / '

takingr the easy route. Was that on fravfuose !

I'm definitely interested in point of view. And i tually
one of our professors ar State, Angela Davis-Gardner,
once mentioned a short story anthology called Points of
View |edited by James Motfett and Kenneth R McElheny
Mentor, 1966]. She said you could teach a whole course
with it. And 1 actually followed up on that and 1aught a
fiction workshop using that book, first af Durham Tech
anel then through Duke Continuing Studies. We focused
entirelv on the exploration of point of view, looking at

the nuances of third person and first person and second

ABONE Conesca rending at Quall Ridge Books & Mausic
In Raleigh, NC, 24 Sept. 2008



person, of course, And it was sort of like T was teach-

ing the class that T would have loved to bave aken

Do you think it's important to experiment, rather than
sticking with the same thing? Do you think ity emfxnitant
fow fiction writers, in geneval, o challenge themselves a

lsssle bie?

Sure, | think it’s importmt to challenge voursell in
waws that vou feel will be useful and enjovable 10
you, Experimenting with point of View is o way of
challenging myself that 1 find amusing, There ane
many other ways o do it = from the characters vou

choose 10 the subject matier

It was kind of a leading questio

[t was. My next project has its own flavor of strange-
ness to ik but it's written entively in the third per-
son, 5o 1 can't sayv vou alwayvs have 1o do wild and

crazy things with the point of view

Some writers seem Lo focus move on lechrague than (he

actua! story. With your nowel, I noticed th

it fNErEs 1w
tni second persem, bul it didn’t el in e way of the story,
1 wesn 't xo focused on it that I was thinking, ok, my god

he yust suntched poimd of view. Do you haxe any thoughts

Well, one thing ' say about this novel is that it's
definitely a writerly story becawuse it'’s about “being
written,” about the writing process. So there's o
selfcconsciousness about writing. But I think it's
prety fast-paced, Sometimes tee hnigue can slow i
story down il vou're trying to show "writerliness.”
Sametimes technique slows it down in a pleasant
way, and other times it can just weigh the story

down. You have 1o be careful

Maost presarle 1

for the plot and the chavacter development and rot hare

unk, can i k uf your ook and enjoy it

fo e conscions ")' the /l‘h‘l'([.’lll‘_' ’lrumr\ u’ e

1 hope so. One thing I've notced just by reading o
number of second person books is that they tend 10
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feature characters who bave unusual states
of mind or wiys of thinking, It might leel as
if the character is mlking to imself. That all
really worked for Daniel because he has this
awarcness that he really doesn't want - this
sense of being on the page. To know tha
vou're in a book and that you're & minor ¢l
acter — that's not going 0 be a good feehng

\mr you the seratching pencil?

I don't think so. I don’t really think of me as

that character because the author, the person
who's writing with the pencil, is whoever Dan-
i¢l perceives him to be. We never meet hin or

her. We only hear of him or her interpreted
In Danied’s wetndd, thes o the narvator?

He refers to it as “the author™ = the author
wants him to do this, must mean for him to do
that, The author in the book might be viewed as

1 character who never appears

1t's interesting ihat Daniel wanty (o be a wridey -

fofrress Dietia and her friendy, bt also to make himself a
mare interesting character. | found @ funny that he was

5

had af umiting. What were you trying Lo say with him

aftemiiony (badly) o be a writer?

He's someone who doesn't appreciite the kind of
hook he's in. Daniel i a fan of spy novels. He fecls
like & protagonist needs to have access o an FBI

idea of what a protagonist is and what he needs 1o

That’s his

base or he 1sn't worth writing about

be. That's the hasis against which he's judging his
own performance [here's dehinitely some tenson
between the type of book that Daniel reads and
expects 1o be in and the book that he's actually

entered

It makey sense theat he hasn't been alile fo get a g role i

the auther'’y books if he doesn’t have a clue aboul sohat

the author's trying to do

Right

oright future, a pure

I
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Duniel acts differently than he normally would

because he's hearmg the xeratching pencil
He's a little Wit more aggressive in ceriain areds,
taking risks he wowldn’t normally, It made me
think about the chavees we make ay individuals.
How do you think Daniel's life would have been

if he had wot heard the serateling fens i?

Detinitely, it's guided his life. When he was
m college and figuring out what o do, he
discovered the umiverse didn't work the way
he thought it did. Then he realized, oh, here's
my relationship with the universe: am a
minor chamcter in o world
that's being
written. So how
important is whit
I do? And what
should I do when 1
brush ngaimnst these
stories that are
more consequential
than my life? What
makes these profile get
written, rather than
me? This realizition
— which tkes place
before the novel opens
— contextualizes his life
and all of his subsequent
choices. It does him no
good to be depre ssered about it So he thinks about
how he might get into other stories, and by the time

Delia comes along, he is thinking, T have massed

opportunities. | am going to get into this story
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abont the “anthor™ contextualiz

I sev whal you med
ing Daniel's existence. Daniel’s actions have a different
significance o the wader becawse you e thenking, well,
it's to get into @ novel, N gives hix actions different conse-

guences than regular people

Exactly, The standards by which he's judging his
own actions are different from the standards by
which others might judge them. That's true fos

some other characters in the book as well
Wiae youe auvere of all tas sub-context as you e uriting?

Well, [ was, T ehink | was aware of it all and sort ol
seeing where it went rather than overthinking i1, Bt
definitely, there was no geting around the “Daniel
a8 man, author as god” metaphor, the created and
the creator. And I knew that Daniel’s unosaal strug
ple tied in well with the more Gumiliar suruggles the
other characters in the novel are facing. They're
trving to figure out what 1o do with their abilities

and dreams and how best to live their Tives

Each cheracter does seem o vefresent o different sole

I'm »;_uuf/n‘x’h thinkiey nbout Monty. He's the emly ong

aet a “proper” job, d gt

who's chosen (o settle down,
married. [ felt like the others kind of Looked deren on lum
a little bt There wes o hind that mavbe he is selleng out,

and T wondered if that axy intentional?

Each character makes different choices about how
to ga about young adultheod, and Monty isa more
traditional kind of character. He's from a moneved
He feels

entitled 1o o certain lifestvle, and since there aren't

family that doesn’t have money any mort

Family resources to support it, he's going o earn
the money himsell, He has ambiton m ways the
others don't, but Graham and Deli went to an art
school, und there's sort of & pride in that There's
some tension between him and, for instance, Gra
ham, who is a poor bue talented pianist and has o

very different perspes Uve on maoncey.

You' v said in the past that you werr intevestert i the
idea of peaple in their late twenties, Urirties, afler they 'ty
graduated from cillege, trying to fuyrure oul wha! they
wand to do uith theiy lves, That was one theme you

[}

wanted 1o explore in thas book

ABOVE LEFT Conescu in his office at NCSU

RGHT Conescu st Molntyre's Fine Books at Fearrington Village,
Pittsbaro, NC, 16 Oct. 2008
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Definitely

And the arts in pavticular: Delia is in theater, Groham is

a pianist, and fon wanted to be an actor
And they think Daniel’s a writer

Right. And they've all sort of yusperded in this wanting
0 be i the avts but wot able lo get a job in them, Do you
think the arts in partuutar lead 1o s sort of idecision

or suspension?

Well, don'tvou? Aren't we in there, too, tryimg
1o pursne our artstc interests and make a hving

as well?
Yu!

It's tricky, you know, | always knew T wanted to write
fiction. 1 knew it when | was in middle school. |
knew it in high school. I knew 1t going to college,
but until | graduated, it never crossed my mind
omce 1o think about ,lv‘uh

Also, | didn't understand how to pursue
publishing, 1'd write a story and think, well, let's
see il The New Yorker likes this, That was my idea of
whait it meant to pursue publishing. I didn’t know
anvthing about literary magazines. 1 didn’t educate
mvsell about what it would mean to be a profes-
stonal writer, And 1 kept moving around and think-
ing I'd write more when things settled down, Then
somehow a vear would pass, and [ would barely have

written a word.

And I was seeing similar things happen to
some ol my fnends: the actors who had moved
1o New York weren't acting - or they were acting
SO, bt their lives \\'l'l’l‘!]‘l \|l;lp-(li the way
they wished they were. Same people were
developing new interests and careery | was
seeing that among actors and writers and musi-
cians. We were trving to figure our how 1o fit
our pursuit of art into our young udulthood
So, definitely I wanted o play with that problem

in this novel.

Is that why you decided 1o do the MFA in creatnw
wnting at NC Stute?

Yes, that was me saying, okay, | obviously have

said to mysell enough times, "Next year, 11 write
more.” And it still wasn't happening. So, I quit my
job, I went to Suate full time, and [ reorgamzed my
life around fiction writing. And when | graduated,
I said, you need to keep this up, And I definitely
have been doing that, even now that T have a day

job again
So, you guve yourself permission o pursue wnling?

It wis even more: 1t was 2 mandate, When |
entered the MFA program | had the idea for Beang
Whritten, and that was in my application. | wanted to
get back into the habit of writing, and since I had
benefited so much from the writing warkshops at
UNC = and even in high school = | knew | worked

well in a school environment

Did the MFA greoe you move of an sdea of what the prub

lishing world was about?

Yes, one goal of the program is for you 1o have a
publishable manuscript when you graduate, and
I really took that to heart. As you know, I was the
NC State used
1o offer an MA in creative writing, not an MFA -

first one to complete the program

so I felt like my professors were especially excited
for me, and 1 wanted to have this manuscript ready
to go. They were helplul providing guidance on

where to submit short stories, what literary
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magazines o pursue. So, 1 startod submitting and
had a few pieces published while Twas in graduate
school. They also helped me think about whit to
say to an agent and how to pursue book publishing.
I'm very grateful to Wilton Barnhardr, John Kessel,
and Angela Davis-CGardner.

Do you think programs like the MFA, ov any arts po-
gram, should be preparing the students for o career, or is

it sven passible o peepare for a career in the aris?

| think most people aren't going to be able to sup-
port themselves pursuing theic art, and 1 think you
huve to be prepared for that, That's what 1 wish |
had understood when 1 was eighteen, Would 1 have
done anything differently? Maybe, And would it
have been better? Probably not. I jumped around
doing different things. and I've worked for a while
as a writer a1 Duke, and Uve been very hippy. But

1 think you hive 1o have two selves — there’s your
diy-totay professional self and the writer sell. And
it's hard because it involves i tremendous amount
of rejection and a remendous amount of nme. You
need to build community, too, through o writers’
group or coptinuing ed classes. I neves thought to
look into continuing ed writing workshops during
my in-between years, but now that U've taught a few

1 see whitt 1 missed. They can be great

How did your writing frrocess or style change as o result
of the MFA?

One thing that was pointed out (o me was that |
needed o read more contemporary fiction and that
a lot of writers who study the classics and read the
classics and Fall in love: with the classics start writing
notso-contemporary-sounding fiction. Twas 4 bit
guilty of that, so I started reading contemporary au-
thors much more. And 1 guess | started experiment-
ing with my writing and with point of view.

What sorts of contemporary anuthors?

1 read Don DeLillo, Jomathan Lethem, Stewart
O'Nan, Amy Bloom, Flaruki Murakami, It was
good 1o get in the habit of reading different kinds
of authors = no1 just Edith Wharton and Viadimir
Nabokoy, whom | love.
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Do you classify younself as a Southern writer?

1 don't have the best answer for that. I'm from the
South. many of my teachers have heen Southern
writers, [ grew up in New Orleans, and I've adopted
North Caralina s my home; but T don't know that
someone reading my stuft would consider me a
Southern writer. But what is a Southern contem-
porary writer? Part of the answer might just be the
cliché that it's such an interconnected world now
that people aren't so regional anymore. Someone
{rom the South can write about life in the Midwest
- or life in Japan

Youer novel isn't wt in the South. Therw's no way of

reading it and saving, oh, yealk, he's fram the South

| don't think so either. My next book is set, m part,
in North Carolina, but 1 don't think others would
classify me as o regional writer, so T wouldn’t pre-
sume 10 classify myself that way,

What are your plans wow? Do you see teaching creatine

uniting in your fulure?

1"ve enjoyed teaching ereative writing, and I've
cerinly thought about # teaching career, butirs
not something T'm actively pursuing. For the mo-
ment I'm focusing my creative enengy on wiiting
the next novel

So, you're working on another novel now?
Yes, and thit's very much where my braimn is, And

that’s good. I'm very happy for that 1o be where my
brain is. m
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