Natural-born

talent shows
how 1t’'s done

Beautiful prose, used without heroie machismo,
signal the arrival of a writer for our times.

Review by David Messer

espite the gradual Americ-
anisation ol our culture,
some things have never
really taken offhere. American foot-
ball ortherighttobeararmsarea
couple of example However, while
surelywe are better off without grid-
iron's interminable stop-starts and
the US’smmurder rate, one area where
we could still learn somethingisin
the appreciation of the short story.
Of course, having a population -
and subsequentlysales—15times
larger than oursmeans that, inevit-
ably, those operating on the peri-
pheryolthemainstream have
grealer opportunities. Perhapsitis
this, rather than any substantially
different cultural perspective, that
explains the flourishing of short fic-
tion inthe US. Australia has alwavys
had shortstory writers and still has
plentyofliteraryjournals where the
formatis published. But the reader-
ship ofthelatterissmall and Austra-
lian book publishers usually regard

the shortstory collectionasanon-
seller. Certainly, we have no equival-
enttooutletssuchas The New
Yorker,nordo ourwriters get the
kind ol opportunities presented to
Andrew Porter.

Notthat Porterisundeserving. In
fact, quite thereverse. This collec-
lion, his publishingdebut, reveals an
extraordinarily talented writer. The
term “beautilul prose” isused too
[reely butitreally doesapply here.
Unlike manywriters who have a love
and understanding ol language,
Porteravoidslongdescriptive pas-
sagesorthe use ofarcane words. In
the long American tradition traced
[rom Hemingway through Sam
Shepard, Ravimond Carver and
Richard Ford, Porteruses words with
great economy. That he does this
withoutany ol the heroic machismo
of that tradition truly makeshim a
wriler forour times.

Writers' debuts sooften relyon
autobiographical elements, giving
the books a persuasive veracity bu
one thatishard torepeatinlater
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works. The TheoryofLight and Mal-
ter, however, iscertainly not this
kind of book. The 10 stories here are
fartoovaried in theirsubject matter
for more than one ortwo of themto
be based on personal experience. In
Departure, the narratorreflectsona
yearasateenagerwhenheanda
[riend made hesitant romantic con-
tact with girls fromanearby Amish
community. The narrator ot Azulis
the husband in a childless couple
who host a foreign student as part ol
allawed attemptat pseudo-
parenthood. In the story that gives
this book its title, Porter switches
genderand has a university student,
Heather, describe her romantic but

unconsumimated relationship with
her middle-aged physics teacher,
Robert. Other storiesconcern the
son of afailed documentary film-
maker, memories oltachild’s death
and the friendship between alesbi-

an and herneighbourwho helps her

out by pretending to be her boy-
friend for the benefitol herfather.
Porteris impressive with his abil-

ity to deliver each of these wildly dif-

fering stories with equal conviction
and unpredictability. Itis alimost
astonishing that these narratives,
bereft of violence, murder, mystery
orobvious humour, are soreadable.
Porter takes potentially banal scen-

arios but relates them with such nat-

uralness, unpredictability and lack
ofcliche that the resultant storiesare
hard to put down.

Just how he does this is some-
thingolamysterybutonly partly
so.Interms of the characters he
writes about, itisalmostasiihe
choosesthematrandom and relies
on arbitraryjuxtaposition,viewing
themwith acertain neutrality but
never cynicisi.

Asforthe quality ol his prose -
whichisvery much thekeyto the
brilliance of these stories—Porter
has explained his technique in
interviews. He doesn’t planouta
story beforehand butwrites quickly,
with little retlection, which
accountsforthe convincingnatur-
alnessof hiswork. Later, he pains-
takingly rewrites and edits, leading
o the technical flawlessness ol
these stories. We can only hope that
thisapproach continuestoreach
similar heights lormany more
books to come.
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