process of assembling these elements intoa
Rorschach tapestry is compelling.

Lish presents an astonishing, if revolt-
ing, book-length characterization of a mad-
man from the inside looking out. By repre-
senting the narrator’s thought patterns
with twisting and jolting syntax, Lish gives
even the simplest description a sinister
spin: "For instance, for instance—speak-
ing of the cellar, for instance—I once went
down to our cellar with their dog once—I
once went down into our cellar with Iris
Lieblich and her dog once—I went down
there with her and with Sir once.” Lish also
creates an excruciating cumulative effect
by piling odd detail on top of twisted obser-
vation until even unadorned sentences hit
like hammer blows

Though this is only his third book of

fiction, Lish, 52, is already an important
character in American literature. For the
past 10 years he has been an editor at the
prestigious Alfred A. Knopf publishing
house, and before that was the fiction edi-
tor of Esquire magazine for eight years.
The bookshelves in his Knopf office are
jammed with multiple copies of the books
he has edited, including the work of such
acclaimed writers as Barry Hannah and
Roy Blount Jr. He's also an indefatigable
teacher of writing, with continuing posi-
tions at Columbia and New York Universi-
ty and frequent appearances at workshops
around the country. Of all these activities,
teaching gives Lish the most satisfaction:
"It's how I get my greatest pleasure and
feel myself most usefully used.”

reputation with his first novel, “Dear Mr.
Capote,” and a collection of short stories,
“"What I Know So Far.” In "Dear Mr.
Capote” Lish also dealt with the interior
mental state of a psychopath. Although he
tried to avoid writing about the same gen-
eral subject again, he says, "Every time 1
came to the page my impulse was running
along these lines.” In fact, Lish says he
experienced a "psychotic episode” during
his adolescence as a side effect of an ex-
perimental drug he was taking to clear up
a skin disorder. Lish says he has never
succeeded in translating the particulars of
his experience into fiction, but it certainly
has influenced what he writes and how he

| writes about it. And helps to account for

the astonishing power of "Peru.”

Still, Lish has built a substantial critical R.G
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