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Christopher González: Junior year I was the one who had someone. My white girlfriend went home to Cherry Hill every Friday to see her family, always back on campus by Saturday. Which meant Friday nights were ours, when we danced our faces off. You stuck to me, me stuck to you. Saturday mornings we ran together, no matter what we drunk the night before. Through New Brunswick ,in the days before it's gentrification. You had the form, I was just along for the sweat. A good two months of us and then for spring break, you gave me “Nervous Conditions” (We co-existed in peaceful detachment) and a week later, you said, We really should stop this. And I said, dumbly, Why?

Jim Phelan: This is Jim Phelan, Director of Project Narrative at The Ohio State University, and I'd like to welcome you to the Project Narrative podcast. In a typical episode, a narrative theorist selects a short narrative to read and discuss with me, and today I'll be talking with Christopher Gonzalez, who has selected Junot Diaz's flash fiction, The Books of Losing You, published as a seventh story in The New Yorker's online flash fiction series this summer. In fact, it was published on August 22nd, 2024, so I trust all our listeners will be impressed by the prompt attention Chris is bringing to the story. Christopher Gonzalez is a graduate of The Ohio State University, and we're very proud to claim him as an alum, so it's a special pleasure to have Chris on the podcast. Chris is Jacob and Frances Sanger Mossiker Chair in the Department of English at Southern Methodist University, and Chris has also just begun a term as the Chair of his department. His areas of expertise include 20th century American literature, Latinx literary and cultural production, multi ethnic literatures of the United States, film, comics, and narrative theory.Chris is the author, editor, and co-editor of numerous books, and I'll single out just a few of them here: “Reading Junot Diaz” obviously very pertinent for today's discussion, from 2015 – “Permissible Narratives: The Promise of Latino/a Literature,” 2017 - which received an honorable mention for the Perkins Prize, given annually by the International Society for the Study of Narrative for the best book in the field – “Reel Latinxs: Representation in US film and TV” - this book was co-authored with Frederick Aldama in 2019, and it won an International Latino Book Award - and last but not least, this is Chris's 2024 memoir, “Big Scary
Brown Guy”. So, Chris, it's a pleasure to welcome you, and let me just ask, is there anything you'd like to tell our listeners before you read Junot Diaz's “The Books of Losing You?”

Christopher González: Yeah, first of all, thank you so much for the invitation, Jim, it's a true honor to be here. I guess what I would like to tell listeners is this story is part of the universe of characters that Junot Diaz has established over many years; in particular, though it's very tacit in the story, the characters here are actually prominent characters in Diaz's novel, “The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao”. So, the other thing I would mention is that a topic that Diaz often explores is what I call, like, troubled masculinity of Latinx men, and this also is a story that is showing the evolution of how he's kind of working with that topic.

Jim Phelan: Okay, excellent. now here's Chris Gonzalez reading Junot Diaz's “The Books of Losing You”.

Christopher González: “The Books of Losing You,” by Junot Diaz.“Beloved” was the first time we read together. Sophomore year, when you were still with your moreno boyfriend and I lived in that cold apartment on Easton. That was the year you went the full Assata - from your hair, to your books, your clothes, your classes. I was still suspicious of community anything, but I read what you gave me, and when I didn't have shifts, I attended your rallies, always took the sheets you handed out as though I didn't know you. Your boyfriend never came or you never invited him - I didn't ask which. I bought a paperback copy for both of us because I was the one with the better job. (“Today is always here,” said Sethe. “Tomorrow, never.”) What I remember is the fog of your breath while you read it in my bed, your dark, narrow shoulders hunched over the pages. You asked me if I cried at the end. First I tried laughing and then seeing your expression - the girl who had never had a friend in high school - I tried to answer but you turned toward the frosted window, not believing me. Junior year I was the one who had someone. My white girlfriend went home to Cherry Hill every Friday to see her family, always back on campus by Saturday. Which meant Friday nights were ours, when we danced our faces off. You stuck to me, me stuck to you. Saturday mornings we ran together, no matter what we drunk the night before. Through New Brunswick ,in the days before it's gentrification. You had the form, I was just along for the sweat. A good two months of us and then for spring break, you gave me “Nervous Conditions” (We co-existed in peaceful detachment) and a week later, you said, We really should stop this. And I said, dumbly, Why? Our last run and someone was protesting something out on College Avenue and I didn't hear from you for six months, which is a decade in college time. You spent that summer in Barcelona and I was left with the book because you had forgotten it in my room. When next I saw you on campus, senior year, you had shaved the sides of your head like Storm and were working at Brower Commons, because all of us had to work. And after I finished my meal, I tried to talk to you, but you pushed me. He don't mean anything, you said to me, to your girls on the bench. I heard about your Barcelona program from your brother. How you spent every single weekend training around Europe and sleeping in stations and how, at the very end in August, you made a lone pilgrimage to the “Sound of Music” mountain, Mehlweg (why do I still remember that name?).
“The Sound of Music” was your favorite musical, helped you to survive your mother and Paterson, but none of your study abroad pals joined you. They went to Morocco, and you ended up going alone. You met a Japanese Korean girl on a tour, her last trip before she started working full time at her father's muffler factory. She was in her mid twenties, drank wine, and something else I don't remember. The two of you kicked around Switzerland, bonding over “Oshin”, which you'd watched in the DR, and she didn't believe you had taken Japanese until you wrote out some characters, and then she was beyond excited. inviting you to Kagoshima to stay with her family. Kagoshima is real Japan, she said, not Tokyo, not Kyoto. When, at the final hostel, she kissed you, you didn't stop her, but you didn't encourage her either. And that was it. You heard a neighbor bawling about something in Finnish, but you didn't hear your heart, which was a sign, I guess. The next day, she just stared at the rain while you wrote a letter to your brother, and by the afternoon she was gone, no address, no number, and you finished your Von Trapp trip alone. That Fall you took up Japanese again and, watching you - in the dining hall, in the Douglass library, on George Street - it was obvious you had changed, but I couldn't, at the time, explain how. I visited your room once to bring the book back, but all we did was talk, you in shorts, and me using your dumbbells. Was there a chance that night? Maybe. But I didn't feel like throwing everything away, my new novia, my unhappy certainty, and maybe you felt something similar. I held on to the book until the last second, and you stayed punching my arm and laughing, those big, perfect teeth. In your Europe photos, your kissing friend is tall and tense, a string of pearls hyphenated across her pale back. You, on the other hand, look downright elated, your eyes like golondrinas, ready to defy all laws, all gravities. Months later, I got a call from you. You were leaving for Japan, no warning whatsoever.
“Do you love me?”, you asked. I wasn't expecting that, and by the time I got somewhere private, you'd already hung up. And then “Abeng” arrived in the mail. No signature, no return address, nothing. Only my name typed neatly on the envelope, and an old edition with one single underline. “All the forces which worked to keep these people slaves now worked to keep them poor.” This was many years later, and by then I was already living in Boston. As I flipped through the book, I remembered the weekend you wrote your final in my room. Was it on Cliff, on “Abeng”? Maybe, maybe not. But I do remember we watched movies on my torn couch, and nobody called either of us the whole weekend.
Not your boyfriend, not my girlfriend. And you stared into my face like I was something that might make sense. And I don't think I'd ever been happier.

Jim Phelan: Okay, Chris, thanks very much. So, you know, I think it's fairly evident that Diaz is packing a lot into this flash fiction. It's only five paragraphs, and there's plenty to discuss. We will want to talk about, you know, “Beloved”, “Nervous Conditions”, “Abeng”, especially since he, you know, flags them in the title, “The Books of Losing You,” but let's start with some aspects of the narration. We have this unnamed male character narrator, especially, you know, for readers who haven't come to this from “The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao”, and that male character narrator is addressing this unnamed female narratee. But the occasion of the telling is not at all clear, or at least not initially clear.
What do you make of the occasion? What kind of inferences do you think Diaz is inviting us to make?

Christopher González: Yeah. I think, a significant part of trying to discern occasion in this story is to kind of follow the breadcrumbs of memory and kind of memory making and sense making of memories. Clearly unresolved questions with this relationship, with the “you” arity, right? And, but I also am really interested in how this particular character's masculinity, even in this story, even if you weren't to have read anything else that might be connected to it, how this character's masculinity really prevents an opportunity to express himself and his emotions in a, kind of a clear and transparent way. Now, whether that's because he's been kind of conditioned to not express vulnerabilities, it's part of a kind of macho culture in Latinx heritage. But it's like, when we see the story, the moments that the narrator reveals to us are moments where he's inarticulate. He's unable to say certain things, and it seems like, perhaps it's the kind of condition that many of us do, and we have a particular exchange, and then after the fact, we're like, what would I have said, how can I make sense of what just... what should I have done? It might be a way to kind of gain entrance into that question of occasion, but it's pretty clear this is many years after the fact.

Jim Phelan: Right, right. So yeah, so two things there, I think, to pick up on; the first is the thing about the breadcrumbs of memory and the many years after, then the other one, I think, is sort of the way in which the very beginning sort of highlights what you're saying about the way in which the masculinity gets in the way of the expression.
So, let's go a little further with the breadcrumbs then. So, we start with, “ “Beloved” was the first time we read together”, so it's a retrospective narration, but we don't know how far in the past right now.
You say, if we follow the breadcrumbs of memory, we do say many years later. And I, one of the things I think that's striking about that is it's not really until the last paragraph that we get a sense of how many years later, I think.
So, you want to maybe say a little bit more about how long it is and the significance of that and, you know, all that stuff?

Christopher González: Yeah, and I don't know if that quite qualifies as a kind of a twist, which we also kind of see at the end of many short stories, but it's kind of reveal. You know, as you're kind of progressing through the first few paragraphs, this could have been, you know, maybe last year or then you realize, you know, maybe there's a little bit more distance.
And as you said, it's not until the narrator says, Oh, I was living in Boston by then, right? So like, now, like, we're starting to kind of gain a kind of clear understanding of, like, the passage of time. We also note that the time of the telling, right, is even after when he first arrived in Boston, right?

Jim Phelan: Exactly, right.

Christopher González: It starts to kind of telescope as it kind of reaches its, you know, terminus, and I find that really interesting because, you know, the story seems to kind of begin with, like, indeterminate time in the past, but you kind of feel like, okay, you know, we might just say, well, you know, who's kind of perseverating on their college years.
Well, maybe it's just, you know, I was, I was just in college, you know, 5, 10 years ago, I'm kind of thinking back. But as we go through the story, like, here, we have this character who is, many years after college, is still stuck in that moment, reliving these kinds of things.

Jim Phelan: Right, right. And given that, the books, right, they're all late 80s books, and let me think, if they're reading as they come out, so it's like late 80s in college, and now, you know, the present, we don't know exactly the present, you know, whether we want to say it's 2024 or something, but your point about the, many years later, when “Abeng” arrives, right? That triggers a memory of, oh, I remembered the weekend you wrote your final in my room, right, so the book arrives, it triggers that memory. But then we jump again, right, “but I do remember we watched movies”, and now we're, in the present of the, I remembered when I got the book, and now when I'm writing, I remember, again, that same weekend and these other things.

Christopher González: Right, kind of a slippery slope of time. And I'll also find it notable, even in some of the lines that you were just quoting, how often the word “remember” happens at this very, you know, this example of flash fiction. It's like, I remember, I remember; or then the narrator might say, I don't know why I remember, right? So, when he references the kind of famous Julie Andrews twirling moment in “The Sound of Music”, you know, Mehlweg, like, I don't know why I remember that. So, a narrator who's almost compelled by certain memories to not forget certain things, but then also the uncertainty of other memories, it's like they're kind of competing forces for this narrator. And I'll also just quickly reference this, and maybe we can jump into it more in a bit: it is not insignificant that the first word is “beloved” and it's the first book that is mentioned and how one of the key concepts that Morrison deploys there is this concept of re-memory, which is kind of like going back to traumatic or significant moments of one's past to try to kind of grapple with that and to make something anew.

Jim Phelan: Yeah, and her sense that the rememory is also present, right? It's not confined to the past, right? So, if we think about that and then we could think about the use of the present tense, picking up on what you're saying about, you know, that query, why do I remember the name of the mountain, Mehlweg, right? There's something about that, I think, that suggests that there's some kind of action in the time of the telling, right, and that he... yes, it's clearly addressed to the “you”, the female narratee, but that why do I remember - that's like a self address, right? And the extent to which, then, there's a self address that's sort of a kind of undercurrent, you know, to this clear address to her, and that self address is this kind of inquiry into memory, the present feeling, and so on.

Christopher González: Yeah. And that particular questioning, right, there's this turned inward. I don't know, when I read the story aloud and kind of, when I went through it, you know, to kind of prepare, I always seem that when I arrived at that line, it was a self recrimination, but almost like a sense of annoyance. Like, I would like to forget this thing, but why do I, why can I not forget this particular thing? Which, also, I think, parallels, of course, how memory works. How do we remember certain things? Why can't we remember other important, you know, moments in our lives? So, there's a moment of like the grappling with the nature of how we remember and re experience the past.

Jim Phelan: Yeah, yeah. Good. So, maybe we go back to “Beloved” and what you were saying, that other thread about the expression of emotions, right, because then we get, you know, at the very first paragraph, the “ what I remember”, right - so there we go in the present tense - “ What I remember is the fog of your breath while you read it in my bed, your dark narrow shoulders hunched over the pages.” So there we are, he's recreating the scene, his re memory is very strong, right? And then, “You asked me if I cried at the end,” and this is very telling, right, especially for people who have read “Beloved” and remember the end and maybe not the last two pages but the right before that, where Paul D says to Sethe, you know, “You're your own best thing”, right, and it's this coming together of Paul D and Seth after they've been apart and it's a very powerful, emotional thing between man and woman, and so she asked, “Did you cry? “. This is your point about the expression of feeling: “First I tried laughing, and then seeing your expression, I tried to answer, but you turned toward the frosted window not believing me.” So, you want to just comment on that or elaborate on that?

Christopher González: Yeah, sure. That moment is very powerful for me as a Latino man, as someone who's kind of personally experienced kind of some of these things. For the narrator to say, first I tried, like, he tried to mask, right? Like, what he was actually, I tried laughing, and who can laugh after finishing “Beloved”, right? Like, like that, you know, you must not have a soul. You must not have these kind of like, you know, access to emotions. So, like his instinct is to not show that he was moved by it as well. He says, I tried laughing, and of course, you know, she doesn't buy it like, or doesn't want to perhaps believe that he would kind of blow that off. And in fact, you know, Jim, when we were talking about this just the other day, you know, we were talking about this moment of “Beloved” and the relationship that Paul D has with Sethe is just this wonderful expression of coming to grips with one's masculinity through unspeakable trauma, right?

Jim Phelan: Right.

Christopher González: Paul D shouldn't be able to just be so expressive to Sethe, and in that very moment that you're talking about, where they have that last exchange, one of his final lines is “Sethe, me and you, we got more yesterday than anybody. We need some kind of tomorrow,” right? Which is really interesting because the line that Diaz cites is “Today is always here, tomorrow never.” A reader who's kind of grappling with these intertexts would kind of go to that and now there's this wonderful architecture of ideas and commentary on these things that is like a perfect technique for trying to condense so much in like a flash fiction story.

Jim Phelan: Right, right. And so, I mean, the quotation of that line, you know, the fact that, I think Diaz is doing a lot with his audience, right, to sort of think about these kind of thematic connections and so on, but the very fact that this is the line that, you know, our character narrator quotes, right, and he's thinking about the past and the present and the future and, you know, that's tomorrow, tomorrow never. You know, it's very evocative, right, and I think you're bringing in these other aspects of it, you know, what Paul D says to Sethe about yesterdays and tomorrows, you know, just adds so much to that choice of that line. Yeah, so maybe, just to contrast this, so this is the end of the first paragraph, maybe we could go back to the end of the story, right, which we were looking at in terms of the temporality, right, but then that very last line, the very last sentence, anyway, “ I do remember,” - so we're now in the present of the time of the telling - we watched movies, and then this: “ You stared into my face like I was something that might make sense, and I don't think” - again we're in the present tense - “I don't think I'd ever been happier.” So, the contrast there between the end of the first paragraph and this, and he's now saying this to her, but of course it's so many years later. So, you know, there's a kind of reveal there, in a way, but it's also layered, I think.

Christopher González: Yeah, so layered, and I would also say, in some ways, self flagellating or kind of like, self rapprochement of like, even at that moment, he's like, I might have been something that made sense. And in the current moment, kind of the entire purpose of this story seems to be like trying to make sense of a lived experience that It seems like he knows he has missed out on something, and that's... even if you're not taking into account of, you know, characters from the novel, if you're just looking at the story like this is someone who's experiencing, if not regret, something like a sense of loss.

Jim Phelan: Yeah.

Christopher González: It may have been something that you never actually had, it's something you might have had.

Jim Phelan: Right.

Christopher González: So, like that seems to be a different kind of loss. And so, to kind of, like, now I'm rehearsing all of these moments that must accrete into some kind of meaning, and, again, kind of going to the telescoping of time, kind of to the final line, still leaves that kind of unresolved note that we might, you know, kind of compare in, like, a piece of music, where like, the audience is still waiting for a kind of resolution of that musical piece. And here in the story, that's like, it's still not resolved, he is nowhere near kind of like, okay, I have figured this out, now I am at peace and i'm good. It is like something that he's continuing to kind of work through, and I think that that final passage there is like, again, going to a moment where the two of them were on, as he says, a torn couch. Like this, this isn't some, you know, romantic, you know, walk it, you know, along the beach; this is just like an intimate moment where they're both vulnerable, they're both, like, going through the conditions of their personal economies, right? They don't have a lot of money, they're college students or what have you, and that is where he had never been happier, than in that moment. It's not material goods, of course, it is not, you know, the globetrotting that the narratee does, it is this moment where they're like two broke college kids on a couch, and he's still kind of working through that.

Jim Phelan: Right, right, right. And the fact is that the potential of that moment was never realized, and also I think your point about it it's not fully resolved is, you know, again I think the handling of time is very relevant to that because it's, all right, I don't think now, right, I had ever been happier. It's still, it's not, I don't think I have ever been happy. It's not present perfect, it's past perfect, I don't think I had ever been happy. So he's still there with the memory of it, and he hasn't fully connected the memory to the present, in a way, right? I mean, he, he has connected in a sense, up until that point in my life, I had never been happier, but he sort of leaves it, for her and us to think about, well, what about ever since.

Christopher González: Absolutely, and I guess we would have to go read other stories that are, you know, kind of later, you know, in time, and there are many, you know. So incidentally, just to be clear, like this narrator is Yunior, which is a narrator of many of Diaz's stories. The brother that is mentioned is the Oscar of the title of his novel, and the “you” is actually Lola who is Oscar's sister. And even though it's, like kind of the clues are here, so I followed Junot Diaz on like social media and he has a sub stack and he actually shared this story, and his quote was, that, you know, these are, you know, some of the cast, you know, story, the cast members of Oscar Wao. So, it's just confirmation that those are the actual characters. So, with that kind of knowledge, then, of course, this story invites intertextual knowledge, you know?

Jim Phelan: Yeah, right. Absolutely.

Christopher González: So kind of like the shadow or ghost kind of intertext here is “The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao”. And so this character, this narrator, does go through a lot of very impactful changes on his understanding of how he treats women, how he treats himself.

Jim Phelan: Right.

Christopher González: So, so this is a moment like, again, we don't, we don't know where this is, but.
He is no longer the person that he was in, in, in the time of the experiencing of a lot of these events, but he's still on a journey, right?

Jim Phelan: Yeah, yeah, good.

Christopher González: He's still not resolved with himself on the, you know, the kind of like fully kind of healthy, you know, form of masculinity that we might wish upon people.

Jim Phelan: Yeah, yeah, yeah. So, two things there, right? So, you know, good for us, as, readers of Diaz, that he's not done, that we maybe can anticipate there'll be more from Yunior. But also that, you know, part of what Diaz is trying to do here, I think, is to make the story work both for people who are knowledgeable about Yunior and Oscar Wao and so on, and for people who are coming to this without having read that novel, right? And I think your, your way of talking about, you know, these issues of masculinity and so on is a nice way of seeing how, you know, it applies to both, right? This can be part of this other, you know, narrative about Yunior and his relationship to it, and it can be this sort of other kind of exploration of these issues in this very kind of poignant way between character narrator and a narratee. Yeah. So maybe we should, you know, “The Books of Losing You”, we should, we've started talking about “Beloved”, so that's good, but maybe we should talk some more about that as a strategy and how he's, you know, using the books because there's another, another way in which I think the audience issues come in and what does the audience know, right?
So, readers who know “Beloved” and “Nervous Conditions” and “Abeng” will be able to do certain things with it, but let's say even if you don't know those novels, how do you see him using them?

Christopher González: Yeah, it's clear that these two characters were taking classes in cultural studies, probably post colonial studies, because, of course “Beloved” is such a... it's a key text of literature, you know, yeah, full stop, but it's also, you know, just a searing exploration of the traumas and the legacy of the institution of slavery in the United States. Those other two works are also exploring different times, different parts of the world, are exploring the legacy of postcolonialism or slavery. And so, again, it is interesting that the quote - we're now back to the end of the story, from
“Abeng,” right, that, you know, talks about the forces that keep people as slaves and now work to keep them poor. So, like, you have all these post colonial kind of, you know, works of, literature that are also forming the kind of connective tissue of the relationship of these two, and their own legacies, their own heritage, coming from... both of these characters' heritage are from Dominican Republic, right, which has a long standing history with slavery and the slave trade and with its connection to Africa. So in some sense, I I find it intriguing that these intertexts are, in some ways, you know, putting a microscope on their own sense of self and who they are. Lola or the “you” character here is clearly like, you know, he references Assata, right? So like there's a sense that she's really almost in a very politically activated kind of sense of self, whereas he's like kind of just, he's not really interested in that, at least, or at least he's interested in her, but he somehow becomes interested in these explorations of identity and his own heritage, and that's a, it's a really poignant legacy that she leaves him, right? He's still, of course, struggling with his own kind of inadequacies, but has something that she left him, and that is still resonating, and perhaps why he recalls those books in particular.

Jim Phelan: Yeah, nice, right. it also seems like, again,if he's s omeone who is having difficulty expressing his feelings and so on, there's a way in which the books kind of substitute for talking or, you know, or they're this kind of indirect communication, right, so he buys “Beloved” for both of them and then she buys “Nervous Conditions” and gives it to him, and there, you know, again, we have him remembering a particular passage, right? And this one, “we coexisted in peaceful detachment”, and we think about that, all right? So, this kind of indirect communication, you know, the novel says this, and he still remembers it, and so on. What's... you know, is that a kind of description of what's going on with them, right?

Christopher González: Yeah, that's, I think, a pretty solid understanding of, that particular line, but it's very ironical, right? We're coexisting in peaceful detachment. It's, it seems like an impossibility, and yet the way he describes their relationship seems very atypical. They're in committed relationships at times, and yet the kind of the forces of the, you know, kind of, college universe, I was going to say, force them to kind of converge at times. And then they reconnect and rekindle this interesting attraction that is not simply one that is based on physical attachment, there is a kind of a psychological, almost like kind of like finding your soulmate type thing that's happening with these two and they kind of orbit each other like a kind of a binary star system, right, where at times they're close, at times they're apart, but they're never disconnected from one another, and ironically, they're never fully together. It's like, how can this happen, how is this possible? And so for his own recollections to be the kind of the moments that they do come together, but there's still mystery there and she's to be very mysterious to him, and of course her kind globetrotting and all the things that she does, you know, he remains kind of stateside and he then finds all of these kind of things that she's doing. I think, again, kind of puts him in a place that he's not perhaps used to being, because, you know, as Diaz always often renders, Latino masculinity as kind of having very much bravado, being in control of the relationship, being the one to walk away whenever he sees fit, and that's not what happens here. She's the one who goes on these excursions. Yeah. It's really fascinating, the relationship they have. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah, and then that particular thing, right, so she gives him the book, “Nervous   Conditions”, “A week later, you said, we really should stop this, and I said, dumbly, why?” And, you know, her agency there, both in terms of giving him the book, all right, well maybe this will make some difference or we can connect through this and it doesn't happen and she says, you know, we should end this, and partly, yeah, he is in this, he has this white girlfriend, he's in this other relationship and so on. And even, you know, that comment “dumbly”, there's some, acknowledgement of, Yeah, she's right or, you know, but I don't want to admit it or something. Yeah.

Christopher González: Well, well, but Jim, is that also a function of, again, of the kind of experiencing and the time, like looking back and say, I was some dumb kid. Like, why didn't I just tell her, right? So it's almost like the present or the kind of the close to the narrating moment, of the narrating now then ascribing that word “dumbly” to how he asks that question. I'm sure he didn't think it was a dumb question at the time, right? But like now he's like, again...

Jim Phelan: Yeah, yeah.

Christopher González: The position that he's in, he's at least somewhat critical of himself there, and I think throughout there are those moments of just like, maybe it's not very explicit at times, but there's that sense of like, he's not picking up on the kind of the undertones of what she's trying to tell him. And, you know, so even that line where she says, you know, which is one of the few lines where it's like quoted speech of her, “we really should stop this”. That is not “we should stop this”, right? Is that we really should, it's equivocating. It's almost like, wants him to kind of agree and to kind of be part of this, perhaps, resolution or kind of way forward. And he, he can just say why, like, you know, right? And he doesn't understand because, certainly at the time, is much more emotionally superficial. So again, I think that is connected to these really weighty books, right, that are dealing with these kinds of, like, deep and profound emotions. He's not prepared at the time, and maybe these books, the books of, like, losing are actually something that he gains, ironically.

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah, nice. So, one question, in terms of space, like you already mentioned the way in which he stays stateside, she, travels, she becomes somebody who connects in Europe and Asia, she has an interest in Japan, and so on. He does give us a fair amount of detail about, you know, New Brunswick, college, so we can think of Rutgers, in the 80s, late 80s, as the, one of the key spaces here. Is it that just, okay, that happens to be, and there's some biographical connection with Diaz himself, or do you see it functioning sort of more than that?

Christopher González: Thanks for bringing that up. I'm always careful to ascribe, you know, biographical experiences to works of fiction, although I know a lot of authors, you know, are excavating their own experiences, transforming them, of course. So I do think there is, you know, just personal connection to Rutgers and his time there. But again, also like, if he's going to write a story of characters that kind of predate or go back to some of his earliest writings that are also set in New Jersey or set in Rutgers, it kind of makes sense that, you know, that some of the action is going to happen there.
I also find fascinating, again, if I can go back to the point of a narrator much later in life is really spending a lot of time talking about what seemed to the outside observer, very insignificant moments in a college student's life, right? But, for reasons that he's still grappling with, the narrator that is, those moments are just, you know, jam packed with meaning.
But I also think that the college setting - maybe it could have been somewhere other than Rutgers, but I'm sure Rutgers at that time, like many universities, are grappling with like, you know, kind of like postcolonial approaches and of course, activist engagements that students were kind of taking part in. Like, that provides kind of the impetus for why they would be reading these books in particular. So, there might be other universities where that wouldn't have happened, so, I do think that that university, at that time, really provides an opportunity to say, these are the books that were being traded about.

Jim Phelan: Yeah, and I think there's probably also something to the fact that it's a, you know, state public university.
It's not, you know, Yale or NYU, you know, this kind of place and that that's also showing something about, you know, them, that they would go to a school like that. It's not fully urban the way New York is, but it's not Williams or, you know, something like that. It's New Brunswick, you know, and, we get that, and it's... so that's part of it too, and it's part of, you know, their coming to maturity in this kind of environment.

Christopher González: Right. As a side note, to enrich that point, both of these characters are from Patterson, New Jersey, or, they're, you know, kind of thereabouts. So, again, not, not affluent by any stretch, you know, children of immigrants or immigrated when they were children.

Jim Phelan: Yeah.

Christopher González: And so again, that's like some of the backstory and some of the other intertext, but to have those kind of students, that type of student that has that kind of an experience now suddenly being exposed to something like “Beloved,” right, now being exposed to something like “Nervous Conditions”, or “Abeng”, like, for her, for the “you”, I mean, she gets it immediately and latches onto it. But it's a difficult thing for him because a lot of these things, a lot of these texts, are indictments of violence, and violence perpetrated by men.

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Right, right.

Christopher González: And so, like, here you have a guy who likely has not ever heard of this in this way. Lost in the university system, and we see that a lot, of course.

Jim Phelan: Yeah.

Christopher González: But, that particular time and space, I think, you know, is very much a part of the orchestra that's happening in this story.

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Good, good. So then maybe we could just switch a little bit in the sense of, okay, so, you know, you're talking really very well, I think, about, you know, what these books mean for the characters. What about Diaz choosing these as the ones to make the books of losing you? You know, again, you already talked about them, okay, it's, you know, a U.S. story, an African story, a Caribbean story, women writers - what does it mean for Diaz to be, you know, hanging so much on these choices?

Christopher González: He has written essays on, you know, what certain writers have meant to him. You know, Silko's “Ceremony” is another third novel that he just, you know, always says like kind of changed his life. But the touchstone, that text which opened up an entire world for Diaz, perhaps, if we can kind of make that statement, is “Beloved”.
He always talks about how “Beloved” and how Toni Morrison are like, this kind of guiding light for him and really kind of allowed him to understand, you know, not only storytelling, but like how to confront some of these things are often unspeakable, right? And so someone who's coming from a nation that has such a tortured history, and pun intended, right, it just, like, you're coming from that national culture - how does one speak to power? you know, a nation that recently had, you know, Trujillo as this dictator that was just, you know, that Diaz often kind of compares to Sauron from “Lord of the Rings,” he was a very all seeing, all powerful force. How does one speak to that power? Well, Morrison, in particular, provides a wonderful blueprint for facing those horrors of institutionalized violence. And so, what I'm actually surprised is that Octavia Butler is not in this story, right?

Jim Phelan: Well, flash fiction, you can only have so many.

Christopher González: Right, you can only have so many. But, that also is kind of the other touchstone text and author and a woman of color that seems to have kind of opened up some things for him. And I don't know if I've ever seen him express a connection to those kind of works in particular, like with “Beloved,” so explicitly as he does in this story.
He's always kind of just like, he'll drop a reference, of course, of what he does, he's just always pop culture reference, literary reference. But to really use these particular works that do exist in our world, right, it's not just a storybook, and that they are very much a part of the progression of this story - really telling, I think, that it's taken him this long to really just like fully integrate a novel like “Beloved”, and of course, Toni Morrison, into his own fiction.

Jim Phelan: Yeah, no, that's great, that's really nice. well, I think we're coming to the end. Any thing you'd like to cover that we haven't really touched on?

Christopher González: I think it was just that last point, that even in a story this short, he seems to be asking for readers to... first of all, the boldness to say, well, if you don't know “Nervous Conditions”, you better go check this out, you know, that kind of a bold assertion rather than, you know, saying, well, how many people have actually read that, or “Abeng”, right? Or how many people are going to catch the reference that the member of the X Men, you know, named Storm.

Jim Phelan: Yeah.

Christopher González: Right? He doesn't explain, he just says, I trust that you're going to come along. And I think he's also one of these writers that has come up in a time, of course, with proliferation of the internet and Wikipedia, but it is now so easy for a reader to just use their phone, use their device and get a summary of some of these stories. So, it actually empowers, I think, authors, in ways that maybe, you know, authors didn't have that power state before the internet because you were really asking someone to, like, go to an encyclopedia, go to the library, well, what is this reference? So it really kind of shows the opening up of what I was talking about is permissibility of narrative, like what is possible and allowed in a story.

Jim Phelan: Yeah, nice.

Christopher González: This is a really good example of that.

Jim Phelan: Yeah, yeah, terrific, yeah. All right, well, Chris, thanks so much. I think you've illuminated the five paragraphs in a terrific way. So, I want to thank you.

Christopher González: I just want to take a moment, Jim, just thank you again. I know you don't like to have praise heaped on you, you want to get to the story in this podcast, but I just want to take a moment to... you are a luminary for me. I always turn to your work, I always enjoy listening to you, I always learn from you, so, I'm honored at this opportunity and thank you.

Jim Phelan: Okay. Well, thank you again. That's very kind. I also want to thank our listeners and say we'd appreciate your feedback, which you can send to us, at projectnarrative@osu.edu, that's our email address, or on our Facebook page, or to our Twitter account, we are @PNOhioState. I'll also remind you that you can find more than 30 additional episodes of the podcast at the Project Narrative website, or on Apple Podcasts. And if you happen to listen on Apple, I invite you to rate and review us. Thank you again for listening.


