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  For Paul Auster




  INTRODUCTION

In 2003, when Siri Hustvedt published her third novel, What I Loved, I was thirteen and had just begun to read literary fiction. I loved, more or less exclusively, books written by American men and set in New York – Bret Easton Ellis, Jay McInerney, Paul Auster. It would be a good long time until I fully internalised the existence of geniuses who were not writing about New York, and were at times, if you can believe such a thing, not even American. But the first crucial wall that came tumbling down was to love a New York novel written by a woman, rather than a man.

I bought What I Loved because I had been so beguiled by Moon Palace and I knew that Siri Hustvedt was married to Paul Auster. The love for literature that had begun to grow in me was then still muddled with a less pure-hearted admiration for a certain kind of lifestyle, a desire to speak and live with serious and beautiful people who would have elegant minds equal to the one I imagined I might myself one day have. I remember, for instance, that when I picked up The Virgin Suicides by Jeffrey Eugenides, I was almost as enraptured by the cadence of its blurbs as I was by its actual prose. I had never read the NYRB or the LRB or anything that took books as seriously as I had now decided to take them, and found the praise seductive for its opacity and earnestness.

Similarly, I was drawn to What I Loved less by the desire to read it and more through prurient admiration for the concept of a marriage made up of literary genius. As it happens, what I would find in its pages would have abundant wisdom on the social mechanics of art making, the ways in which such common ground can be holy and real, and the vapidity and vanity of those who, like my thirteen-year-old self, are instead blinded by the potential for social capital. There was much I did not understand about this book when I first read it, as with most of the adult fiction I read back then – though I think sometimes it is easy to overstate the ignorance of youth, when understanding can exist through other avenues than experience or recognition.

Certainly when I would come to re-read it in my twenties and then thirties, I would feel and think differently about it, more deeply, but the impact at thirteen was greatest for how shattering it was. In one basic sense what I found here changed my life, my ability to write – a woman creating a male narrator with utter conviction and apparent ease (emphasis on the apparent so as not to suggest any lack of effort, or craft). That may seem a simple, necessary ability for an author to possess, but in much the same way that I had not quite believed that a woman, nor an Irish person, could publish the kind of novel I wanted to write, until I read What I Loved I had not understood that one might have the permission to assume the identity of a being as awesome, as foreign, as hallowed as a man.

Leo Hertzberg, our narrator and an art writer, first encounters Bill Wechsler when he buys a painting of his in a gallery in SoHo, a portrait of a woman named Violet. “It’s like looking into someone else’s dream,” remarks Leo’s wife, Erica, of the work, regarding it in their apartment. Hearing this, Leo traces on the canvas the outline of a bruise on Violet’s leg. The gesture arouses him, and maybe so does the playful, cerebral incision of his wife’s comment. He turns and begins to undress her; they are deeply in love. Leo is about to fall into another kind of love with Bill, one no less significant for being platonic, and perhaps not all that less sensual either. Though they will come to share, among other things, a life of the mind, Leo is first absorbed by Bill’s physicality: “My first impressions of people are often clouded by what I come to know about them later, but in Bill’s case, at least one aspect of those first seconds remained throughout our friendship. Bill had glamour – that mysterious quality of attraction that seduces strangers . . . I found myself pulled toward him . . . Bill gave off an air of autonomy so complete, it was irresistible.”

Bill is married to a highly strung poet named Lucille, whose affect suggests frailty, some unspecified malady. Bill, though, has that alluring old-fashioned convergence of artistry and classically macho pursuits, a Jersey boy with a passion for baseball, who pays the rent working for contractors. Erica and Lucille become pregnant at the same time, and soon the four are intimate friends, living in the same building on Greene Street where they raise their babies in proximate but distinct universes. Hustvedt seems to have something of a soft spot for characters who are gentle, passive, always on the sidelines of the action: Erik in The Sorrows of an American, her fourth novel, would also have some of the melancholy voyeurism which makes Leo such an ideal narrator. His watchfulness brings a noirish air to proceedings, even in the book’s first half, in which the bohemian upper-middle-class lives of the four friends are temporarily placid. One day, while Leo marvels at his infant son’s latest verbal developments, his peace is interrupted by a terrible argument between Lucille and Bill, one that marks the end of their marriage and the beginning of a new relationship between Bill and Violet.

Now, back in 2003, I had settled into the book’s first half with complacent comfort and pleasure. Though the specifics of these people were unfamiliar to me – their wealth and cultural prestige, the sporadic porousness of their sexual boundaries – I both enjoyed and was familiar with creative lives and the faltering marriages that often populate them. My father is a playwright and for most of my childhood was the artistic director of the theatre company he had founded; my mother then worked as a barmaid, very beautiful with a gorgeous singing voice and a talent for throwing parties. I sat at those tables, littered with bottles, while Beckett or Christo and Jeanne-Claude were discussed in decreasingly erudite terms as the evening progressed. I could happily have read four hundred pages detailing the emotional vagaries and intellectual insights of artists and writers as they navigate their love affairs and parenting and careers. Indeed, that is what I believed myself to be reading.

A death occurs in the book’s second part, not previously signposted and arriving with almost offensive abruptness, as death tends to. I count it in my top three most shocking and upsetting in contemporary fiction (the others, for the curious, are by John Irving and Stephen King). It is at this point that What I Loved becomes more than what it initially promised to be. Now, it takes a course that elevates it from a substantial, admirable work of literary fiction to the unsettling masterpiece that it is. Actual grief, particularly that connected to a shocking death, is physically winding. One has the sensation of betrayal, betrayal emanating not only from the event but from the cellular composition of the world itself. All is reconfigured, disfigured. All that could be counted on is no longer. And as with the physical effects of actual grief, we read this section and are betrayed, stricken, wrenched from one kind of readership into another. Characters move through the grotesque irreality of life without their loved one. “Knowing the truth isn’t enough. My whole being refuted [their] death,” says Leo in those first few days.

Things that seemed unquestionable now begin to fall apart – the death is a loss not confined only to itself. Leo and Erica’s marriage, having felt to them and to us the reader so immutable, now disintegrates in lonely silence. This slow dissolution is as difficult to stomach as the bereavement, for it suggests that not only can circumstance be wicked and inexplicable, but that even identity, which feels not just foundational but self-authored, is beyond our control.

As we adjust, then, to the new reality of this book, we are destabilised again and must begin a third kind of relationship with it, one that bears more resemblance to the eroticised neo-noir of In the Cut by Susanne Moore than what has preceded it. As Bill and Lucille’s son Mark gets older, Leo remains a close figure in his life, but as he enters his later teenage years he begins to display a certain untrustworthiness. At first his transgressions appear minor, and typical – lying about staying in a certain place, being untruthful with his parents. Soon these moments, easily dismissed and recovered from, calcify into a grave and troubling moral sickness. Mark’s friends are a group of eccentrically dressed young people circulating in New York art and club scenes, centring around their prince, the grotesque Teddy Giles, aka She-Monster. Teddy’s grotesquery is not conveyed through the means he intends (outré aesthetics, blatant carnality, gender confusion, gore) but rather through the very vacuum that allows him to meaninglessly inhabit the personae that he intuits, correctly, will attract the gormless fascination of a corrupt and jaded art world.

Teddy’s milieu resembles the real-life Club Kids, a hedonistic youth subculture who captured something of the odd temporality of what was then New York City, poised between its 1980s existence with a reputation as the most dangerous and depraved city in America and its future incarnation as a playground for the ultra-rich. Capital, as it does, was sniffing around the culture and seeing what to extract, and vice versa. Yuppies would eventually take over those parts of Alphabet City and the Village that had been no-go zones not so long before, and in the interim confusion, poor artists with some vision could wrangle their way into rooms and worlds that offered not just glamour but material wealth.

Part of their appeal was the aggressive aesthetic oddness that confused and offended the old guard and suburban America (James St. James, one of the most notable Club Kids, loved to appear on talk shows like Jerry Springer). There seemed something potentially life-affirming about the flamboyance of the disregard – to slough off the expectations of society with such theatre was thrilling. Eventually, though, the moment’s absurd, tacky anarchy would sour into something more actually nihilistic.

In the last quarter of What I Loved, Mark’s immorality becomes clearer and more disturbing as his bond with Teddy Giles grows. His misbehaviour and inexplicable disregard for those who love him are not initially revealed in big, concrete crises, but rather in a steady accumulation of lies. Anyone who has known a person in active addiction will likely recognise and recoil from the deadening repetition Hustvedt conjures here. Each time is painful in a different way, and yet each time is exactly the same. Speeches are made, vows taken, and then the money disappears again, followed by the boy. It is a frightening evocation of the impossibility, finally, of knowing certain people, no matter how they may present apparent selves to you. This disappointment, the loss of a child he thought known to him, bound to him, is a hard blow for Leo, now left to wander the vacated corridors of his life and salvage what he may.

What I have always loved most in fiction is a voice that is not only observational but obsessive enough that it renders a full and breathing experience for the reader. There are many well-executed novels I have enjoyed or learned from, which I nevertheless maintain no intimate bond with. I only received them instead of living alongside them, instead of having my own creative process with them, the creative process of feeling. Leo, at the book’s close, is not totally alone – he has Lazlo, a remaining loyal friend, and although his eyesight is almost entirely gone he is read to, and he takes pleasure in spending time with his friend’s young child. The loss he has suffered, though, the weight of it – we feel it, because of the careful weight of Hustvedt’s creation, as we also feel the dimensions of all that life, that good and precious life, that preceded it. All of us know abstractly that loss necessarily means something once existed rare and beautiful enough to suffer the disappearance of, and that we ought to attempt gratitude for its having once existed. In the incoherence of grief, though, our pasts come unthreaded. Only the loss itself feels substantial and authentic, that which has been lost coming loose and hiding from our consciousness. We need, then, the likes of Hustvedt, whose stillness of mind applied to the chaos of living and dying can produce a text like this.

Back then, in 2003 and through the decade to follow, I used to wonder if my greed for people was antithetical to the project of being an artist. My unquenchable desire to be with my friends and those I loved, my interest in them, my dedication to our shared lives. I had picked up somewhere along the way that writers must be autonomous and solitary. I thought, too, there was a life of the body and a life of the mind, that the two were divided and only one could be chosen. Much later I would watch a basketball game and marvel at the way a body’s movement could be its own distinct form of thought – not a reflection of mental effort but its own intelligence. Eventually I would learn, too – am still learning – about how friendship is its own form of artistry, not divisible from the work I make or the thought I am capable of producing. What I Loved was the first moment in my reading life that such submersion seemed not only possible but thrilling. I will always be grateful for the experience of looking into someone else’s dream.

Megan Nolan, 2025
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