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Being Real in Fiction*

Sincerity in the short story—how hard it is to achieve! We have all become clever, and
we admire cleverness: the truth missed by the unreliable narrator, the epiphany no one
saw coming. We may still call it “craft,” or “style,” but increasingly what we mean is an
intricately wrought “Gotcha!” Large-heartedness is old-fashioned, a trait best left to
the clunkier machinery of the novel; the few short-fiction practitioners who manage
it, such as Alice Munro, stand apart by virtue of that difference. The four fiction collec-
tions reviewed here all wrestle with the tension between irony and sincerity, handling
the multiple voices with which they speak as if the knowing wink is the writer’s first,
and greatest, temptation.
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