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Writer’s debut book
deftly illustrates
life and truth

W t is Invisible is the first book

from writer Beth Ryan, and it’s
stunning. The even dozen stories hewe
are keenly honed, peopled with charac-
ters full of life, and truth, who grappite
with the intimate events and domestiic
crises that are the essence of drama.

« Teenage girls hitchhike, recklesshy.
" A married couple quarrel over monesy,
foolishly. A child listens, again amd
again, to the best story she’s evexr
heard: how her parents fell in love.

- Many of the stories are based im
Newfoundland, but they also range o
Toronto newsrooms, Florida condms
and Prairie highways.

« The Newfoundland locales shift, tero,
from the downtown and the Avalem
Mall of St. John’s, circa 1970, %o
Kennedy-era Catholic homes wheme
six kids run amok, to a sad gaggle of
nowadays hookers clustered aroumd
Cathedral Street. :

Ryan is equally deft with narratiwve
points-of-view. The stories unfoild
through the eyes and ears of a youmg
department store employee, a Qo-yeur
old nan in hospital [ —
and a cop who |
treats both his
criminals and his |
women the old-
fashioned way.

The work is
packed with de-
tails — how people
dress, what they
drink and the
speed at which it’s
consumed, the
way they carefully
style their hair, or
not. All of this is
vividly, vitally ob-
served.
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+(Ryan’s writing is spiced with lots of
good Newfoundland vernacular. Peo-
ple also “streel” about and constantly
refer to one another

JOAN
SULLIVAN

only one friend in high school, and
David is not among the crew here.”

In Light Fingers, Philomena longs -—
as only a teenage girl can long— for ail

- the pretty, normal things that other

girls have. She knows she doesn't fit in-
to the breezy world they inhabit.
Philly works at the Woolworth’s lunci
counter, a job-that requires her to wear
a brown polyester
uniform and hair-
net, The other giris
in the store are
customers, not eix-
ployees.
“All of these
girls look the
same. They wear
short, plaid
bomber jackets
with fake fur col-
lars, which expose
their skinny bums
and reedy thighs.
" Their hair is long
and shmy, thanks

and flipped back
with the help of a

wood panelled

wa_l nlease raise your hand. You see
hew evocative Ryan’s writing is?

She’s dexterous with characters,

_ranging from an elderly woman in.an

inadequate hospital gown, trying to
manoeuvre her thin, painful shoulders
into position for an X-ray, to a dapper,

feckless father
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Another character, Walter, finds

guys joshing and joking with him —

the same guys who played a near-fatal

Pprank on him when they were all

jpungsters

:‘ Not part of in-crowd

They reminisce about good times
Back in high school. ‘Remember that,
Wally? one of them will say, cuffing
him on the arm in a show of cama-
raderie. But Walter does not remem-
jer. He was not along for that weekend
it the cabin or that beach party. He had

day. Their surround-

ings — kitchens or
boarding houses or boyfriends’ bed-
rooms — are precisely visualized.

Yet, What is Invisible is aptly titled.
For what is invisible? Love and grief, a
need, a fear. What attracts people to
each other, or repels them.

These dreads and desires live in the
heart and the mind, But, in her writ:
ing, Ryan handily details their depths,
effects and trajectories. Her words il-
lustrate the invisible.

Joan Sullivan is a writer and theatre
director living in St. John’s. Her column

refurns Oct 12, |




