Q & A with Karen Outen

Who or what has been the greatest influence on your work and in your life?
I come from a family of fantastic storytellers. From an early age, I understood that the ability to tell a story well with character, setting, and dialogue fully drawn was one of the most amazing gifts you could possess—whether you told those stories at family gatherings like my aunts did, or from the pulpit as my father did, or on the page as I did. We each have a story in my family, some mythology that follows us throughout our lives, and when we all get together, those stories are passed back and forth from oldest to youngest. Those stories keep alive those we’ve lost and nurture those who are left behind. Really, is there anything more powerful than that?
What book have you read this past year that really surprised you—stretched you in some way?
I absolutely loved the unexpected humor and intimacy in Sigrid Nunez’s The Friend. It’s such a rich, engaging book. I loved the voice and the insights into teaching writing, which felt very apt and wry. And the way Nunez develops the character of and relationship with the dog actually made me want to run out and get a dog. It’s the kind of book you read as a writer and think, “Wow, I want to do that.”

What has been your greatest challenge so far as a writer?
I’d have to say the greatest challenge as a writer is balancing the trade-off between time and money. By that I mean, the time you necessarily have to spend earning a living and the time you’d rather spend on your writing. If your work for money doesn’t engage your creative self, then there’s always a period of re-entry when you get back to your own work. “Re-entry” is really the right word because it can feel like that precarious moment when astronauts re-enter Earth’s atmosphere, hoping not to burn up in the process. Shuttling between worlds is a fine art, so I try to nurture my writing self during my work-for-money day, reading poetry or creative nonfiction in brief snatches or sometimes just running my fingers over the printed pages of my own work as a kind of promise: I’ll be home to you soon.

What project(s) do you hope to work on with the help of your Writer’s Award?
I intend to complete work on my novel, The Life After. The novel explores two things I’ve long wondered about. First, why would someone decide to climb Mt. Everest? It’s such an inherently dangerous and seemingly self-absorbed activity, what leads someone to think it’s a good idea? Second, if the climb goes badly, how do you live with the consequences? If climber David Breashears is right, that it’s “only what the mountain reveals about us that has any lasting value,” then what does a journey that goes terribly wrong teach us about ourselves? In my novel, my character, Dixon, has to contend with the self he brings home from the mountain, a self-broken, grieving, and bent on self-destruction.

