


DEAR READER:

We’ve been thinking about light bulbs. In the incandescent light bulbs first created in the 

nineteenth century, charged particles collide with the fixed particles of a conductor, turning 

electric energy into heat. It turns out that when you force electrons through a small filament, 

the resistance creates heat and light. 

As we sorted through the stories and poems for this issue with the theme of resistance in 

mind, it occurred to us that nearly all the writing was about resistance in one way or another. 

Some days we call it conflict, but it amounts to the same thing—charged particles colliding 

with immovable objects. In the introduction to his selection for this issue’s Author’s Pick, 

writer Alexi Zentner notes that he asks his writing classes to look at their stories and answer 

the question, “Why this day?” And part of the answer is that this is the day when the character 

meets with the resistance. 

Of course, the resistance is sometimes within a character, sometimes without. On page 

31 of this issue, Adam “Bucho” Rodenberger creates a dark future where the whole world is 

a maze of revolution and destructive rebirth. But so often the grind of resistance happens in 

the interior. We resist ourselves. We resist our families. In nearly all the stories in this issue, 

characters resist fitting into the roles that others have created for them.

In this issue’s Behind the Book Deal interview, debut novelist Courtney Maum talks about 

the initial resistance she faced in trying to bring a first novel to publication. Interviewer Brian 

Gresko asks Katherine Dunn and Porochista Khakpour about how their novels have challenged 

readers, have asked them to look at the gritty, audacious edges of culture. Author Dani Shapiro 

tells Maria Gagliano about how memoir writing is about “chiseling a story out of a life.” And 

2013 inaugural poet Richard Blanco remembers when he had to fit his writing into the corners 

of his day, and how that tension was a catalyst for his words. Blanco also describes poetry as 

both a way to connect and a way to solve problems. You start with a conflict and then struggle 

to put it on the page to create a connection. 

Resistance happens not just within a story, but also in the space where all the selves and 

truths and lies and details rattle around in an author’s brain—in the friction of a pen against 

paper as the ideas are forced from a writer’s mind. And sometimes we can create light. 

Cheers,

The Editors

Elizabeth Blachman, Celia Johnson & Maria Gagliano
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BUILDING 
CHARACTER

MICHELE FILGATE

“I think people are often quite unaware of their inner selves, their other selves, their imaginative selves, the selves 

that aren’t on show in the world. It’s something you grow out of from childhood onwards, losing possession of 

yourself, really. I think literature is one of the best ways back into that. You are hypnotized as soon as you get into 

a book that particularly works for you, whether it’s fiction or a poem. You find that your defenses drop, and as 

soon as that happens, an imaginative reality can take over because you are no longer censoring your own percep-

tions, your own awareness of the world.”

—Jeanette Winterson

Before the gray hairs and nightly cocktails, 
before the disruption and interruption of a man who knows 

only one method to get his way, before long spates of 

silence in which she never calls or texts, my mother was a 

mother who was on her way to being broken. The cracks 

were already starting to show, as they always do when 

you’re carrying around things that can’t be contained.

In a home video filmed sometime around July or 

August of the early 1990s, my father zooms in on my 

mother. We were on a family vacation in Nantucket, 

intending to escape the confines of our suburban 

Connecticut life by breathing in fresh ocean air, speeding 

around on our family friend’s motorboat, catching blue-

fish and filleting it on the deck of the oceanside shack we 

stayed in. We’d eat the f laky white fish dripping in butter, 

a decadent treat. 

My mother is beautiful. Her butt-length brown hair 

was a thing to envy as a child. I loved watching her brush 

it after she let it air-dry for a little while; the sweet f loral 

scent of shampoo lingered in the air. I longed to have 

glossy long hair like Mom. Mom was skinny, beauty- 

pageant worthy. Prettier than all of the other moms I met. 

In the home video, my dad is searching my mother’s 

face like an archaeologist examining an artifact. Perhaps 

they just got in a fight; perhaps it was filmed right before 

my parents both had affairs and ended their fourteen years 

of marriage. My mother is already aware that our family is 

fractured—but she has no way of seeing just how fragile we 

will become. 

« . »

ILLUSTRATION BY MIA FUNK
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speak, and am not allowing myself to engage. I deleted the 

apps from my phone for the duration of my stay.

But with time to breathe and sleep and read and write 

and run up mountain roads with hills bigger than San 

Francisco’s famous slopes, I find myself anxious. What 

to do with all of this time? I make up for it by allowing 

myself to post photos to Instagram. It’s as if I need to prove 

that I’m here. I’m doing this.

Our bodies adjust to city living, even if it isn’t natural. 

The chaos of the moment. Surrounded by skyscrapers and 

sweat-soaked businessmen who are forced to wear suits 

even on the hottest days. One gets used to constant visual 

stimulation. The noise. It’s pervasive, the city itch. The 

simultaneous desire to stay and f lee. 

« . »

Where does this constant need for approval from 
external sources originate? Perhaps it was this way when I 

left my mother’s womb. Maybe I wasn’t ready to come out 

yet. I weighed more than ten pounds, and my eyes were 

squeezed shut. My mother, who has always been skinny, 

somehow found the strength to push me out. I have no idea 

how she gave birth to me. 

« . »

To feel as if your whole life is a trial run. To 
wonder whether it’s okay to fuck up over and over again 

until it’s just naturally expected of you. To embrace the 

certainty of uncertainty. To know that fictional characters 

are far truer than they seem; they are born of a writer’s 

heart or soul or blood. They are imbued with fierce desire—

the ability to express themselves and say this. This is what 

we live for. 

As children, we believe in imaginary friends and Santa 

Claus and any stories our parents or grandparents convinc-

ingly tell us. We want to believe, but we also need to be-

lieve. Opportunity is everywhere. We are not yet exposed 

to all of the disappointments of life—or if we are, we need 

fiction more than ever. 

I have my own disappointments, and I run from them. 

What kind of writer doesn’t allow herself to dwell in the 

despair? What happened to the little girl who wasn’t self-

conscious, who had no qualms about walking around the 

house, reading aloud to herself? Am I still her? 

« . »

Sunlight. When I think of my grandmother’s 
house where I grew up, that’s the first word that comes 

to mind. I see her house, on a lake near the woods, full 

of gentle but bold sunlight that casts a pearlescent glow 

on her porcelain figurines. The house is full of windows, 

all kinds of windows. Skylights to lie underneath on the 

coldest winter days, cracks of light seeping in through 

layers of snow. Windows that stay open throughout most of 

the summer and fall, so that on days when neighbors burn 

their leaves, the house takes on a smoky scent reminiscent 

of Girl Scout camp. 

Windows that form shadows on an open book during a 

lazy summer afternoon. Windows that I looked out of as a 

toddler, when everything seemed bigger. Daunting trees. A 

deep lake. 

Windows I have looked out of at every stage in my life. 

Sometimes I imagine myself as I’ll be at eighty or ninety 

years of age, if I live that long. A sort of Miss Rumphius 

in her house by the ocean, a woman who has traveled and 

lived the life she wants to live instead of the life others 

want for her. I see myself with wrinkles and purple, always 

purple, because it’s the best color, a royal and creative color. 

I’m standing outside the house and looking in, looking at 

the me at one and ten and twenty and thirty, and recogniz-

ing in my old selves a common thing: a determined look—

an anxiously stubborn face. A girl and a woman who needs 

to see how others live—even if they are fictional—before 

she can see herself. MF

AN INTERVIEW WITH 

RICHARD  
BLANCO 

CATIE HANNIGAN 

In October 2012, I first saw Richard Blanco read his poetry at the University of Southern 

Maine, nearly two hours south of his current home in Bethel, Maine. When he was 

introduced to our modest crowd of fifteen, he approached the room smiling. During 

the reading, he would indulge in the story behind each poem, inviting us to imagine 

his upbringing in a Cuban exile family, consider the complexity of intersectionality, 

and meditate on the most basic of human experiences—love, doubt, hope. He remained 

open and unfeigned, leaving the room in a state of warmth. I’ll admit, I hadn’t heard of 

Blanco before, but only four months later the rest of the country would know his name. 

He became the inaugural poet at Barack Obama’s second inauguration in January 2013. 

Blanco read his poem “One Today,” which oriented itself as a revitalizing and uniting 

force for Americans of different descents, understandings, and identities. Blanco’s poetry 

simultaneously stimulates and soothes readers into the collective human experience 

and encourages a deeper and more confident relationship with poetry and each other. I 

spoke with Blanco about this relationship between people and poetry, finding “home” in 

America, and the responsibilities contemporary poets and educators face today.
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AN INTERVIEW WITH RICHARD BL ANCO
CATIE HANNIGAN

Is there someone who has inspired you similarly to 

the way you have inspired others?

RB There is an interesting circularity there. 

The poem can have this magic; it’s the 

poet speaking to himself but speaking to every soul 

at the same time. So if you look at the poem, about 

us all belonging and having a place in this American 

landscape—I realize now, in retrospect, I was kind of 

wanting my own place in that America. For me, one 

of the greatest inf luences, not literarily, but in terms 

of opening that door, was Sandra Cisneros, the author 

of the classic House on Mango Street, because she was 

the first contemporary author I read who was telling 

a similar story to the story that I could tell, and her 

work gave me the permission to tell that story and 

obsess.

Yes, that process of opening doors for each other is 

so crucial in reader-writer relationships!

RB I remember reading that book twenty-

five years ago and that light bulb going 

off. Another great inf luence, on the other end of 

the spectrum, oddly enough, is Elizabeth Bishop. 

You wouldn’t think on the surface that she would be 

someone to inf luence a Cuban gay kid from Miami, 

but she, in some ways, was in a psychological exile all 

her life, and I think that because she was orphaned when 

she was young, her writing subconsciously has an element 

of trying to find that space of rest, of finally being home. 

Of course, she lived all over the world, and the ways she 

details places, it’s with this ardent eye that’s trying to 

understand place, and what makes a place and belonging. 

She’s a very big inf luence for me, both in terms of her 

biographical background and because her craft is one that I 

try to emulate.

In terms of traveling, craft, obsessions, what environ-

ment inspires you to write? 

RB I don’t necessarily have an environment, but I 

have a time—I am a vampire writer. I have to 

write at night: three, four, or five in the morning. It’s an 

old habit left over from when I started graduate school; I 

was working full-time and then doing all my homework at 

night. It’s just the quiet time when I feel like everything 

has been taken care of, and it’s sort of my reward to get 

me to do all the things I don’t really feel like doing. I try 

to write in the day or earlier, and it never happens. That’s 

kind of an obsession. When I have an important project,  

I always move out of my office. There is so much more 

happening in the office, so I have to get away from all the 

crap surrounding me. I go to the kitchen table, sprawl over 

the carpet, who knows—I don’t like writing in my office.

You mentioned you worked full-time. Was this when you 

were an engineer?

When I first attended one of your readings, pre- 

inaugural, you mentioned that you were “made in  

Cuba, assembled in Spain, and imported to the U.S.A.” 

So I wonder how you define home.

RB I don’t have a definition of home, and I think 

that’s exactly why it’s the subject of my art. 

Like most things that are subjects of art, literature, paint-

ing, or whatnot, it can elude a clean, nice, neat definition, 

and art is a way of exploring it. I think meaning changes 

over time, depending on your age, needs, and emotions. 

Living in Maine, for the first time, who I am psychologi-

cally matches where I am physically. To paraphrase my 

friend John, “Good art answers questions; great art asks 

them.” The poem is a way for me to explore what those 

possibilities are, and all the different facets that go into 

calling a place home. 

I was told once that poets obsess. Do you think home is 

your obsession?

RB I would say so. We tend to write about our  

obsessions, and for me, that obsession is home. 

I think that is partly because of the circumstances I was 

born into. By the time I was forty-five days old, I belonged 

to three countries. I absorbed all that, through the lens of 

my childhood: What is home? Where is home? Again, explor-

ing different details and dimensions of what that might be. 

It’s an endless wellspring.

Earlier I mentioned seeing you before the inauguration, 

with about fifteen attendees, and then a few months 

later, I saw you at Merrill Auditorium with hundreds of 

people. How do you feel things have changed pre- and 

post-inauguration? Anything unexpected?

RB There are several facets to that. One of the 

things in terms of poetry itself is that like  

many poets and readers of poetry, I’d resigned myself  

to the whole adage of “oh, people don’t read poetry, 

poetry doesn’t sell, oh, poetry is a little closet in art.” The 

response to poetry that the inauguration spurred, from all 

walks of life—from grade-school kids doing drawings and 

interpretations of the poem, to people in nursing homes, 

to military personnel, to immigrants from all over the 

globe living in America—made me realize that I had it 

all wrong. The problem is that people are not exposed to 

contemporary work often enough, or to that one poet or 

handful of poets who speak to them. Often, they have had 

not such a great experience with poetry. So I was pleasantly 

surprised that they burned me out of that idea that poetry 

can’t be enjoyed, and certainly Merrill Auditorium proved 

that. Some people don’t really understand that poetry is a 

living, breathing, current, contemporary art, and they may 

think that it is something in a textbook from two hundred 

years ago. 

So it was such a wonderful surprise that changed my 

outlook and gave me a greater purpose, or a greater sense 

of mission to try to continue to connect poetry in America 

in that way, through readings at the most bizarre of places: 

at engineering firms, law firms, classroom visits, through 

starting a reading series at Gould Academy in Bethel. 

To continue that connection and drill even deeper into 

beginning at grade-school age and changing how people 

are taught poetry. And maybe we can effect that change 

as poets, which I think we ought to; we don’t have to, but 

ought to. 

The other thing that changed radically for me is that 

there is always part of me that as an immigrant, and as a 

son of immigrants, didn’t feel that I was quite American. 

America was always a little boy on TV or someplace I 

hadn’t been yet. Not that I was a victim of gross prejudice, 

but there is always a piece of you that says that you are 

the other. Witnessing, being tapped on the shoulder to 

do something so amazing, and to be honored by that, I 

realized that I was chosen to speak to the entire country; 

it made me feel very American. I finally felt in some ways 

that I was home, or had been home all along. Of course, 

that’s still a complicated question, but I did get closer to 

feeling that this is my country, my land, my soil—what 

city or what town I’m not sure of. But that sense of finally 

being embraced by America, and realizing my story, my 

mother’s story—all those eight hundred fifty thousand 

people at the inauguration, each one of those stories is 

America, is inclusive of that. I felt like I had found a place 

at the table, so to speak.

PHOTOGRAPH BY JACOB HESSLER
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people say it’s a big oven waiting to burst. We went to the 

top of Vesuvius once, and there was a lot more loose dirt 

than I’d expected. Around the bottom of the crater and 

as we kept walking up, there were clusters of tiny yellow 

f lowers poking through the grayish-brown slope, and parts 

of the ground spit out little bursts of sulfur clouds. The 

area right around Napoli, like the little city where Titina 

was born, is in the zona rossa, red zone, of the volcano, 

which means that if there’s an eruption, entire cities will be 

in the direct line of lava f lows and ash. 

« . »

Giovanni and I first met in Paris through a 
mutual friend, and we met in English because I didn’t 

speak any Italian and he didn’t speak any French and 

English can be easy for some things. These many years 

later, we get by on a hybrid of his cobbling together of 

French, my bad Italian, a few words of Neapolitan, and his 

fearlessly attempted English. We’ll start talking and aren’t 

sure in what language the conversation will finish. 

We ended up having a fight the night that he brought 

home the third oven. It stayed in its box for days. I tried not 

to think about it each morning at breakfast. (The oven was 

right there.) The fight about the oven was about the tooth-

paste that was about how wasteful I could be and how rigid 

he could be. “You don’t squeeze out enough,” he said. “You 

know there’s more in there.” The part about being wasteful 

or rigid was about having a hard time committing—to the 

oven temperature, to the toothpaste, to things between us. 

“You don’t love the same way,” he said, waving towards the 

oven. He forgot it, you don’t love it the same way.

« . »

Lello usually arrived at the Rungis International 
Market outside of Paris around midnight, when it was 

dark of dark: trucks in nightfall, empty roads, only a few 

signs outside of restaurants that were open all night, mostly 

seafood places—blinking neon crabs or a sea creature, 

crooked, spilling out of a stewpot. Lello owned his 

eighteen-wheeler and had photos of his family (wife and 

two young daughters) and a prayer card of the Madonna 

dell’Arco pasted up in the inside of his cabin and a f lashing 

colored light sign above the rearview mirror: *L*E*L*L*O*. 

Everything had been customized, and the cabin was 

swanky, like a miniature luxury hotel room only with a 

steering wheel, gearshift, and monogrammed f loor mats. 

The cabin was much more than a cabin for him. He had a 

special light system installed underneath the berth of the 

truck that shone out onto the highway at night, f lashing 

the colors of the Italian f lag: green, red, and white. 

In the summer of 2005, Lello stopped coming to Paris 

for a while when there was the big fire in the Fréjus Road 

Tunnel that connects France and Italy. The tunnel is nearly 

eight miles long and opened in 1980, and in the first twen-

ty years, more than twenty million vehicles drove through 

it. There was a leak, a fire started and spread, and two 

truck drivers were killed. It took six hours to bring the fire 

under control. One of the survivors said, “I suddenly saw 

smoke and started to run towards Italy.” You don’t always 

know where danger comes from. See fire, run towards Italy. 

« . »

The oven was the size of two shoe boxes. You get 
used to reduced size in Europe—small cars, tiny hands. 

Things fit differently into things. The big bonus of this oven, 

in addition to the price, was that it featured a spit. “Think 

of the meats we can roast,” Giovanni said, thinking of me 

because he didn’t really like meat. I thought of a suckling 

pig, turning and turning on the spit, in the miniature oven, 

roasting in our ten-square-foot kitchen, our faces lit up and 

soft from the color of the heating mechanism. 

The cooking indications on the oven weren’t in any 

language; they were smudges of drawings, the kind that 

scratched off with your fingernails or that dripped and 

melted after the first couple times something had been 

cooked. Two temperatures were marked: 0 and 235 degrees 

Celsius. Maybe that’s all the choice you need. 

On the fourth day with the unopened oven, I told 

Giovanni that we should open it. “Don’t care,” he said. He 

forgot the you, or he forgot the I: you don’t care, or I don’t 

care. He didn’t say. Maybe we didn’t love the same way. It 

wasn’t the first time that I had thought that. Maybe it was 

a question of degrees.

THREE 
STORIES 

HEATHER HARTLEY  

T HE F E V ER IS IN HER E

—Paris, France

“URGENT!” Giovanni’s text said, “Call now,” and 
the list of catastrophic fears that a person lists went 

through my mind. He picked up right away: what took you 

so long, been trying to call for hours, ovens on super sale, 

you want one, tell me pronto, before someone else takes 

them, only two left, OK got one in my hands RIGHT 

NOW, store is closing RIGHT NOW. 

It was hard to believe that this would be our third 

oven together and all of them here in Paris. The first two 

had been delivered by our Neapolitan truck driver friend, 

Lello, who made weekly Napoli-Paris runs for a pro-

duce wholesaler and who packed stuff for us in his extra 

refrigeration storage area underneath the truck cabin. 

Over the years, he’d brought us drills, capers in salt, duct 

tape, Titina’s preserved tomatoes (Giovanni’s mother), 

tubs of glue, homemade red wine (Giovanni’s), sweaters, a 

Chinese sword, books (Italo Calvino, chess strategies, and 

a big cookbook of pasta sauces), screws, prosecco, an old 

pair of tennis shoes, Gaeta olives, homemade limoncello 

(Giovanni’s). Not that they didn’t have some of this stuff in 

Paris, but over the years we’d gotten in the habit of asking 

Lello, and he didn’t mind doing it. His was kindness in 

the form of industrial refrigeration. It was thanks to Lello 

that I’d first tasted scialatelli, the f lat and square-shaped 

spaghetti from the Amalfi Coast that were as near-perfect 

a match as you could get for a puttanesca sauce. 

Everything arrived cold—all the way through, the kind 

of cold that can’t be burnt or baked out when it gets into 

your fingers. The sort of cold that you can feel in the one 

thousand miles between Paris and Napoli, and the cold 

that in summer months makes your hands smart.

By the time we bought the third oven, I’d been in 

Paris for a decade, Giovanni and I had been together eight 

years, and we’d been living together for four. We were long 

distance between Paris and Napoli for the first four years; 

it was hard, but you get used to a lot of things, and the 

traveling part was really good. On one of my first trips to 

Napoli, I remember looking out the airplane window at the 

soft brown-green slope of Vesuvius and being surprised by 

how much it looked like a f lattened-down mountain. Some 
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AN INTERVIEW WITH DANI SHAPIRO
MARIA GAGLIANO

When I sat down to interview Dani Shapiro, I didn’t expect to learn as much about my 

own life and writing as I did about hers. But that’s what’s so magical about Shapiro: all 

of her work is as much about you and your story as it is about her own. This is especially 

true in her latest book, Still Writing: The Perils and Pleasures of a Creative Life, which I dare 

artists to read without upending the way they view their own creative lives. 

Shapiro is a master of finding the universal threads that bind us as humans, no 

matter what she’s writing. She holds a clear mirror to writers as she reveals her own 

creative life in Still Writing. Her memoirs explore the raw emotions that so many of us can 

relate to, such as the grief and despair that accompany family tragedy. Even her novels, 

assuredly fiction, remind us of our own lives as Shapiro makes the connections that bind 

us to stories and helps us understand our world through a new lens.

Chatting with Shapiro is like dropping in, unexpectedly, on that “life course” you’d 

always been meaning to take. Whether you’re a writer, a reader, or just out there living life 

(and perhaps you’re all of the above), you can’t help but rethink things after you spend a 

few minutes with her. 

MARIA GAGLIANO

DANI SHAPIRO

You write in many forms—memoir, essay, novel—and in 

your latest book, Still Writing, you make the refreshing 

confession that you often don’t know where your writing 

will take you from one sentence to the next. Is this ex-

perience the same for you whether you’re writing fiction 

or nonfiction? Even if the facts in nonfiction are already 

laid out for you, do you find you have just as much free-

dom in not knowing?

DS I should have made the distinction in Still 

Writing that this not-knowing is truer for me 

in fiction than nonfiction. When I’m working on a piece 

of fiction in first draft, I try to stay a bit foggy. I may have 

some vague notion of what I think might happen, but I’ve 

learned that if I adhere to that notion and force the writing 

in that direction, I almost always end up being wrong. The 

unconscious has its own beautiful coherence, and fiction is 

one of the best tools we have to unleash that coherence. I 

try to allow my characters to lead the way. But in memoir, 

when we’re starting out, we know what happened. The art 

isn’t in discovering the story, so much as it is in making 

the emotional connections, associations, and juxtapositions 

that form that story. It’s also the art of chiseling a story out 

of a life. Not everything belongs. So it’s a very rigorous, 

somewhat surgical process. Part of the art of memoir is 

discovering what belongs to what. 

I love this idea, that memoir writing is the art of chisel-

ing a story out of a life. It’s true, not everything about a 

life will be relevant to the story someone is trying to tell. 

And making those emotional connections is everything. 

Do you teach memoir writing? What advice have you 

given to students as they struggle with this art? 

DS I do teach memoir writing, and I often talk 

with my students about an idea I explore in Still 

Writing, which has to do with choosing the lens through 

which you tell your story. This lens—this way of seeing—

becomes the frame, or creates the edges, around your story. 

Let’s say you’re writing a memoir about your mother, or 

your relationship with your childhood best friend who was 

murdered, or your addiction, or an illness, a depression. I 

could go on. That central way of seeing your story becomes 

the frame that allows you to understand what belongs and 

what doesn’t. It’s also the reason that some writers’ oeuvres 

contain multiple memoirs. 

Sometimes writers (and certainly readers) confuse 

memoir with autobiography—which is a different form 

altogether. In autobiography, the reader is reading because 

he or she wants to know about the person whose life 

is being revealed—say, Hillary Clinton or Gandhi or 

Alex Rodriguez. But in memoir, readers are reading not 

because you’re an important person, but because you’re 

telling them a story—one that is based on memory but is 

a story nonetheless. You don’t need to write about every-

thing right now. You can tell another story later.  

This issue’s theme is Resistance, which is something 

just about every writer battles and something you talk 

about a lot in Still Writing. What is your best antidote to 

resistance?

PHOTOGRAPH BY KATE UHRY
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ZAHNA
DOROTHY BOUZOUMA

She puts the traditional bridal headwear—a golden plate 

with lengths of beads of various colors—on my head at the 

hairline. When she is finished, she brings me to you. She 

has us sit beside each other on the couch. She directs you 

to put your arm around me so she can take our picture. 

I am uncomfortable to be sitting so close, to have your 

arm wrapped around my shoulder in a culture in which 

husbands and wives do not touch in public.

After taking the picture, she puts the camera close to 

my face so I can see it, smiles, and tells me I am Zahna. 

It is a fuzzy, unfocused image on a cheap cell phone. The 

bridal wear suits me well, but in the picture I look slightly 

embarrassed, my face situated in a half-laugh, half-smile, 

as if I am unsure of how to be a Mauritanian bride.

« . »

At your father’s house, the women sit on one side 
of the room, the men on the other. You have told me to not 

extend my hand forward to shake a man’s unless he extends 

his first. There are strict cultural rules in place. When I 

want to have a cigarette, I sneak away to a place where your 

father will not see me. It is disrespectful to let an elder 

male relative see you smoking.

Your father’s cook lets me sit in his room off the kitchen 

so I can smoke in privacy. He is from Liberia and speaks 

the smallest amount of English. He has no home. Your 

father’s home is his home. The room, smaller than our 

bedroom at our apartment, contains all his possessions. 

The f loor is concrete, and there is a padlock on the metal 

door. Half an uneaten melon sits on a shelf. An open bag 

of rice is on the f loor. There is a thin, bare mattress in one 

corner and a rolled-up sleeping bag on its edge. I sit in a 

corner on a wooden chair, prop the metal door open with 

my foot, and smoke in secrecy. Everything is stif led. The 

rules are important. I no longer understand the difference 

between right and wrong. My instincts have no place. 

« . »

At your mother’s house it is different. There is an 
ease. I smoke in the house, in a room away from the main 

sitting room. I sit on the green carpeted f loor and blow 

smoke out the open, barred window. Your sister brings in 

a rotating f loor fan, adjusting the knob so the fan remains 

pointed at me.

At home I would be moving—washing laundry, cook-

ing, caring for everyone and everything—but here I am 

an honored guest. I am your wife, the wife of the eldest 

son. Your sisters do not allow me to care for the children, 

prepare food, or clean. Instead, at your mother’s house, 

I lie sprawled on the f loor of the sitting room with my 

melhfa covering me like an oversized bedspread. There are 

no couches, only cushions sitting low to the ground. It is 

easier to sit on the f loor than to try to rise from those cush-

ions. After hours of sitting, my back aches and my calves 

cramp. I shuff le from side to side, attempt to change  

positions. Your sisters motion me to lie down on my side. 

They prop pillows under my knees, behind my back, and 

beneath my feet. When I am hot, one of them fans me  

with her hand. When sweat forms on my brow, one of 

them wipes it away with a tissue. All day I sit. It is an 

activity that should suit me well, yet it does not.

To become a Mauritanian woman, I must eat. So I eat 

and eat and eat. I eat goat and camel meat, drink warm 

milk until I am sure I will vomit. They pull off the best 

meat—the thickest, fattest parts, which they feed me by 

hand. When we are finished, your young sister brings 

room-temperature yogurt (because nothing is cold) and 

fresh fruit. I try to refuse, but she puts a spoon of yogurt up 

to my mouth. She feeds me like I am a baby—an act that is 

ridiculously childlike yet adultly intimate.

ZAHNA
DOROTHY BOUZOUMA

They say I will become a real Mauritanian 
woman. Going to the armoire, your sister takes out the 

melhfas and brings them to me. I finger the fabrics, rub 

the material against the f lat of my palm, press it against 

my open hand looking for the contrast of color against 

skin. Some of them are expensive—sheer silk, weightless 

on the skin; others are cheap—rough and smothering 

when wrapped around the body. The one I choose is burnt 

orange, silky with a pattern of blackened moons around the 

edges. The women nod their heads in approval. 

I stand as your sister makes two knots in the fabric, 

using her teeth to pull the end of the material tight. The 

knots form a hole for my head and my left arm to fit 

through. The rest of the material is wrapped once around 

my body, then over my hair, around my upper torso, and 

placed over my left shoulder.

Returning to the armoire, your sister retrieves a black 

zipped bag. She takes an eye pencil from it and nods her 

head. She pulls my lower eyelids down one at a time, lines 

them thickly, smears red across my lips, brushes my cheeks, 

sprays me with a cheap perfume. She takes out a plastic 

zipper bag of costume jewelry and chooses a watch with a 

faded gold band and several garish gold bracelets. When 

she is finished, she holds a mirror up to my face. Zahna . . . 

Beautiful, the women call me. They gather around, moving 

in, tucking my rebellious hair under the melhfa, blending 

the blush on my cheeks with their fingertips. Zahna . . .  

Zahna . . . Zahna. The word is uncomfortable, like a lie 

I am trying to wear. I stare at my face in the mirror—its 

paleness, its undefined features, the cheekbones hidden by 

too much f lesh, recently plucked eyebrows, and exagger-

ated lips. I am completely covered except for my face. And 

despite their words, I do not believe myself to be Zahna.

« . »

When we visit your friend’s house, his wife, too, 
is determined to remake me. Everywhere I go, it seems 

there is a plan to turn me into a real Mauritanian woman. 

We were married in the United States, a year after we met, 

at a small-town Kentucky courthouse. We were married 

by a judge without f lowers or a bridal gown, with only 

my sister and my best friend as witnesses. We placed our 

hands on the Bible, although you were not Christian but 

Muslim, and took our vows. We never had a real American 

wedding, and we never had a traditional Mauritanian 

wedding. This makes transforming me into a Mauritanian 

bride a favorite pastime. Your friend says I should tell his 

wife “no”—refuse to become the Mauritanian bride. But 

it is easy to give in. It takes so little from me and gives so 

much to her.

Becoming the bride is an easy task. Your friend’s wife 

outfits me in a black melhfa. She reapplies my makeup, 

sprays me with her best perfume. She places large gold 

hoops in my ears, a bright gold bracelet on one wrist, and 

a cheap watch with a brown leather band on the other. 

I sit in a corner on a wooden chair, 

prop the metal door open with 

my foot, and smoke in secrecy. 

Everything is stifled. The rules are 

important. I no longer understand 

the difference between right and 

wrong. My instincts have no place. 
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“Oh, it doesn’t matter,” she told me one day, pouring 

milk for Luca. “I’ll get someone to unpack once we get 

there.”

I remembered then how I’d packed before leaving 

Ukraine years ago. Only two suitcases, but with them, I 

could have survived on the moon if I had to. My daughter 

and I spent nights sorting through my things on the round 

kitchen table, choosing what was essential. I knew very 

little of what was ahead then, but one thing was certain: 

I taught my ten-year-old how to pack a bag. Something 

every woman should know.

Ksenya filled Luca’s glass and closed the milk carton. 

She stood in the part of the kitchen where she’d never set 

foot before—near the sink. The sunshine coming through 

the window lit her hair from behind. She turned to rinse a 

bowl of raspberries and then set it in front of Luca. They 

both worked to get one berry onto each of his fingers, like 

thimbles. 

That was our game. 

“Where do I put Bear?” I asked. “Luca won’t sleep 

without him.”

Ksenya finished chewing a raspberry and drew a long 

breath. 

“I think it’s time to give Bear to Mara for safe keeping, 

what do you say?” she asked Luca in her “mommy” voice, 

which sounded ridiculous in Russian.

Luca laughed, showing his small teeth with chunks of 

red berries between them.

“Silly,” he said, mimicking her facial expression. Could 

it be that he was making fun of her? “Why would Mara 

need Bear?”

« . »

Perhaps Ksenya was convinced that I did need 
something. When I arrived on the last day, she gave me 

three weeks pay and a ring of hers she knew I liked: woven 

platinum sprinkled with small round-cut citrines. 

“I’ll miss you,” she said, taking it off. And, when I 

failed to force it on my finger, added: “You can always 

adjust it.”

I made a cheese and tomato omelet while Alex called 

the driver to take them to the airport. Luca roamed from 

room to room looking for things to play with; I heard him 

open and close empty furniture drawers.

“You’re not going to English?” he asked, coming dan-

gerously close to the stove.

“England,” I said, hoping our eyes wouldn’t meet, and 

gave him a light push and a tickle. It didn’t take much to 

make him laugh. That little man.

When the car was downstairs and Alex had gone to 

pack the trunk, reality set in. Luca’s face turned stone still. 

“We’ll go down on our own.” Ksenya said. “Just leave 

the key with the doorman when you’re done, our agent will 

pick it up.” She bent down, wrinkling her linen pants, and 

whispered something to Luca. He nodded and rummaged 

through Ksenya’s bag on the f loor.

“For you,” he said, holding out a square box, like he was 

offering me the crown. It was my favorite—the chocolate 

éclair from Mayson Kayser, that fancy bakery they some-

times ordered from.

“Oh, and this.” Ksenya pulled Luca’s photograph out 

of her Prada wallet. His smile f lashed as she turned the 

picture over and wrote on the back. 

“Lena’s number. Perfect Russian family with a new 

baby. You’ll have no trouble adjusting,” she said.

“Spasibo,” I managed.

« . »

An hour later I sat on a Central Park bench with 
Ksenya’s ring on a chain around my neck, Luca’s box on my 

lap, and his picture in my bag. 

“It doesn’t miss you when you leave,” a friend of mine 

once said about New York. 

Not true, I thought, and bit into the éclair. It will miss 

Luca. 

I chewed ’til the last crumb, letting the sweetness mix 

with the salt from my tears. 

That little man, I thought, as I gave Luca’s picture a long 

look. Then I put it into the box and closed the f lap. OB

AUTHOR’S PICK 

I like to tell my classes that two of the most important questions 

we can ask are “why this story, and why this day?” I’m pretty sure 

that I stole those questions from somewhere, but then again, I 

say a lot of things, so maybe I stole it from myself, or maybe it’s 

just one of those bromides f loating around that creative writing 

teachers say to make themselves sound important. But either way, 

it’s a good question, a more complete question than the shorter 

version, which is simply, “why this story?” Because the answer 

to the question “why this story?” is often just a recounting of the 

plot: this happens and this happens and this happens. But “why 

this day?” is not about what happened, but why the story itself is 

being told, why the events have reverberated beyond the moment 

of occurrence.

For Gray Hilmerson’s “Lost Boy,” the answer to “why this 

day?” is written in every word and every sentence. “Lost Boy” is a 

ghost story. Not in the traditional sense. There are no spooks or 

ghouls. But the story is a classic haunting. The narrator, Chase, 

is haunted both by the decisions he made and the decisions he 

did not make. He is telling the story because he cannot escape 

from what happened. Even now, in the indeterminate future from 

which he is telling this story, he is haunted. And in the same way 

that “Lost Boy” is a ghost story without ghosts, apropos of the 

title and the homage paid to the 1987 teen-horror classic The Lost 

Boys, it is also a story about vampires and monsters that has nary 

a ghoul nor a hint of the supernatural: “Lost Boy” is a desperately 

earthy story, and that makes it all the scarier.

A story isn’t written for a magazine or an audience. A story 

is written for a reader. It seems like a simple thing. What could 

be more obvious? Of course, like so much about writing, the 

obvious answer is actually more complicated than it seems. But 

let’s keep it simple here: Gray Hilmerson’s story “Lost Boy” is 

the kind of story that will let you sit back and forget that you are 

reading a magazine or that there are thousands of people, an entire 

audience, reading this magazine. “Lost Boy” is the kind of story 

for which there is only one reader: you.

—Alexi Zentner

LOST BOY BY GRAY HILMERSON
INTRODUCTION BY ALEXI ZENTNER
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His cheek was in spasms. His eyes blinking at a lunatic 

clip as they took in the road before him. You’d seen him 

like this before—your father too before he skipped out—

often enough that it had become difficult to remember 

the way things once had been, when their bodies carried 

f lesh and their eyes didn’t stare out at you like those of 

the recently expired. You used to sit on the couch together 

every Sunday and watch football games, your mom upstairs 

“convalescing.” Remember that? Yes, your father drank too 

much and your brother would sneak beers from the fridge 

once the old man passed out, but they were happy drunks. 

There was laughter and cheering and groans when some 

brute nearly knocked the head off some other brute. So 

what if you hadn’t given a damn about football? That wasn’t 

the point. Then your mom passed and your father started 

using again and your brother got into it too, and when you 

tried to take part yourself your brother had slapped your 

face and threatened to do worse if you asked again. 

Kyle turned the truck into the Morning Star housing 

tract. Where the “customers” lived. He’d already sold these 

guys bum product. That’s what he told you. That’s why he 

couldn’t do it himself. “They’ll kill my ass,” he’d said back 

at the house, before threatening to kick you in the nuts if 

you didn’t do what he said. “Twinkie set this up,” he’d said. 

“He’s cool with these dudes. They won’t know about you 

and me.”

He parked at the end of the street beside a park with 

swings and a neon play set and a long row of towering 

eucalyptus trees running along the back fence. Two little 

boys chased each other up and down the slide while their 

mother watched from a bench. You followed them with 

your eyes until the tears welled up again, but Kyle grabbed 

your arm and shoved the Visine bottles into your hand. Six 

of them. Supposedly liquid LSD, but not. Just Visine, for 

which these guys, apparently, would kill you if they found 

out. You put the vials in your pockets. Kyle ran his hands 

over his hair and face, shaking his head and licking his 

lips. His eyes beginning to roll back in his head. Your body 

felt weightless with terror, the blood buzzing in your limbs.

 “Number 246. Okay? House 246.” Kyle rested his 

head on the steering wheel. Eyes closed, breath coming 

in rapid gasps. “Don’t fuck this up. We’re so fucked if you 

fuck this up.”

“I’ll try,” you whispered. Then you opened the door.

You couldn’t feel your legs as you walked up the street. 

The white afternoon light left you dizzy. The lawn in front 

of 246 was scorched brown. The paint over the windows 

had f laked away. Otherwise, it looked like any other house 

on the street. You took in a deep breath, walked up to the 

door, and knocked three times. Pulse thudding in your 

ears, stomach churning. 

 “Sensitive little man,” your mom used to call you. 

Remember? Soft hand on your brow, sad smile on her face. 

Always sad, always in bed, sleeping the days away in the 

close darkness of her room. “My sweet little worrier,” she 

would coo. Which made it seem okay to have stomach-

aches and bad dreams that left you crying even when you 

turned twelve. Then she decided to sleep forever and your 

brother and your dad lost their ways and you turned fifteen 

a week before your dad skipped out. You wet the bed the 

next night, and Kyle started calling you fag.

A tall white guy with no shirt on opened the door. Two 

rings through his lower lip. Muddled tattoos on his chest 

that resembled f laming mushrooms. “Uh, Twinkie said—” 

you started, but the guy grabbed you by the arm and pulled 

you inside. Certain he’d reached out to attack, you felt your 

legs almost buckle beneath you.

“Don’t talk about shit on my doorstep,” he said after 

slamming the door shut. He looked down on you with a 

feverish urgency that was instantly familiar. He had the 

same sunken eyes as your brother, the skinny arms, the 

xylophone ribcage. The same fidgety hands scratching 

mindlessly at his forearms. “There’s microphones and shit 

everywhere out there,” he said. “You don’t say shit unless 

you’re inside.”

You nodded quickly. Agreeable is good, you thought. 

Agree with everything. 

You followed him inside, past a dark hallway, through 

the kitchen, and into the living room. The place was bare. 

A few metal folding chairs, a big-screen TV, a child’s 

rocking horse, and a few coloring books in one corner. 

Surprisingly clean. Mushroom Tattoo sat down in one of 

the folding chairs next to a guy with a shaved head. Also 

shirtless, emaciated, pierced, tattooed. Watching skate-

boarders in a half-pipe on the TV. They didn’t invite you to 

sit in the remaining folding chair. 

LOST BOY
GRAY HILMERSON

You were trying to stop crying. Hunched forward 
in the passenger seat of Kyle’s truck, both hands over your 

mouth, you tried your damnedest to hold it all in. Kyle shot 

murderous looks at you from the driver’s seat—his eyes 

red, glazed, and wild—and when you couldn’t suppress the 

sobs, he shouted, “God, you’re such a cry-baby little fag.” 

He curled his lip, f lashed one his canines, and you cried all 

the harder.

You remember that day, don’t you? Kyle racing his 

pickup down Anderson, horns whining as you drew within 

inches of bumpers, drivers shouting as you passed just shy 

of swiping away side mirrors—all of it little more than 

afterthoughts compared to the plan he’d gotten into his 

head and felt compelled to put into motion without delay. 

The plan that involved you.

After his outburst, you felt certain he would reach over 

and silence you if you didn’t manage it yourself. Maybe 

he looked like an empty threat for all the f lesh he had on 

him—the knobby limbs, the zipper spine showing through 

his shirt, the sunken pits from which his eyes f litted back 

and forth—but he was four years older, five inches taller, 

and he’d beaten the shit out of you on more than one occa-

sion. So you held your breath, clenched your jaw like grim 

death, and finally swallowed the whole mess of tears down 

into your chest. 

“It’s just that we’ve got . . . I mean, we’ve got to get 

some scratch together. And don’t . . . You know, do not 

even expect Dad to send us any.” Kyle’s voice wavered and 

cracked. One hand steered as the other picked at his neck, 

digging into pink f lesh with unkempt nails until he drew 

blood, and still he kept digging. His head bobbed to some 

inchoate beat ticking away inside his skull.  

“I don’t want anything from him,” you whispered, 

toeing one of the many fast-food cups on the f loor. And 

you meant it. Not that the odds favored your father having 

anything to give in the first place. Not that either of you 

had any clue how to find him. Gone for good this time, it 

seemed. Bills piling on the kitchen counter. Food dwin-

dling in the pantry. Just a matter of time before social 

services came to get you, according to Kyle.

“That’s what I’m saying,” Kyle muttered. “Fuck Dad. 

That’s what I’m saying. That’s, you know, that’s fuckin’ 

what I’m saying.” 

The repetitions terrified you. As did the energy com-

ing off his jittery body—a wound coil that had to spring 

at some point. He had on that Pantera T-shirt with the 

demon hordes in hell, and you were fifteen years old and 

maybe you should have known better, but the shirt scared 

you. You tried not to look at it, but found your vision train-

ing back again and again on the images. Just a shirt, you 

told yourself, but it filled you with a dread you couldn’t 

decipher or shake.

“You just go in, got it? Just knock on the door and go 

in and give them the vials. You give them the vials and get 

the money and get out. Just get the money and . . . You 

know . . . Easy. Okay? Easyeasyeasyeasyeasy.”
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A CONVERSATION WITH 

BRIAN GRESKO

KATHERINE DUNN & 
POROCHISTA KHAKPOUR

Katherine Dunn’s now-classic novel Geek Love came straight to mind when I read 

Porochista Khakpour’s The Last Illusion. 

This was for very literal reasons: Olympia Binewski, the hunchbacked dwarf who 

recounts the humorously tragic story of Binewski’s Carnival Fabulon in Dunn’s novel, and 

Zal, the Iranian boy at the center of Khakpour’s book, who spends the first ten years of 

his life confined to a cage, are both albinos. And they are each surrounded by a cast of, to 

put it mildly, unusual characters. Born and bred for their oddities, Olympia’s siblings—

Arturo, the f lipper boy; Iphigenia and Electra, piano-virtuoso Siamese twins joined at 

the waist; and Chip, whose towheaded normal appearance belies his powerful telekinetic 

abilities—travel the country as the Fabulon’s star attractions. Zal ends up in New York 

City, where he enters into a bizarre love triangle with an artsy anorexic girl who can see 

the future and her morbidly obese, bedridden sister, and forms a strange relationship with 

a magician on the verge of retirement, a modern-day huckster working on one final, great 

illusion.

Despite their outlandishness, Dunn and Khakpour’s characters traverse familiar 

human terrain, seeking to find a home in a society that feels foreign or that fears 

them. Within personal, familial stories, the authors cast their thematic nets wide, 

Dunn addressing extremist cults and the dangerous lure of charismatic madmen, and 

Khakpour exploring the socialization of a feral child and coming of age amid turn-of-the-

millennium paranoia.

On an early fall evening, I met Khakpour at her apartment in Harlem, where we 

spoke to Dunn by phone. The two authors are birds of a feather, and after the briefest of 

introductions I all but discarded my conversation prompts. The discussion that follows 

covers their passions, their childhood, and always, of course, their writing, which consists 

of fiction and journalism too. Dunn has written about boxing since the early eighties, 

and in 2009 published a collection of her pieces titled One Ring Circus: Dispatches from the 

World of Boxing. Khakpour has published essays and reviews in a variety of publications, 

from Granta to Elle, and also teaches at Wesleyan and Bard. 

KD Porochista, it sounds as though you’ve done a 

lot of research into feral child syndrome. What 

kind of information did you come across?

PK There were two bits of research that were criti-

cal to writing The Last Illusion: feral children 

can’t smile, and they are generally scared of mirrors. That 

was enough to open a big imaginative universe for me. I 

didn’t want to know too much more; I wanted to fill in the 

blanks myself.

KD I could feel that deep imagining. For a novelist, 

that’s a wonderful substitute for research. The 

most demanding form of imagination is to actually occupy 

a character, to walk around in their shoes, and you’ve done 

that superbly.

PK Thank you! Zal is very close to me. I was able 

to invent his insect candy obsession because 

I’m kind of an obsessive-compulsive person with a highly 

addictive personality. I imagined that if I had grown up the 

way he did, I would have these weird, secret behaviors that 

would obsess me. I also have always been awkward with 

love interests, so it was easy for me to imagine how kissing, 

or having sex, might feel foreign to a person like Zal. I’ve 

felt like an outsider my whole life. I’m guessing that you 

must have felt the same way. 

KD The conclusion that I’ve come to after many 

years of feeling like an outsider is that every-

body feels like an outsider.  

Katherine, you’ve said that while you were writing Geek 

Love, friends told you no one would be interested in buy-

ing the novel. How did you deal with that? Was it hard to 

put out of your mind when writing? 

KD It was hard to hear, but I got quite accustomed 

to it. I figured I might end up photocopying 

the novel at Kinko’s and handing it out on street corners. 

Or, and this was a really optimistic fantasy at the time, 

that it might be published by some weird little paperback 

genre-house in a really cheesy form, where the paper isn’t 

quite glued to the back of the book and it falls apart on 

first reading!

The basic thing was: I didn’t give a rip. I wanted to 

do what I was doing. Also, I suppose some deep part of 

myself did think they were wrong, that there was some-

thing fundamentally interesting about a book that reverses 

the values of society. I believed that a tiny segment of the 

population, just as twisted and sick as I was, would be 

interested in reading it.

PK I probably read Geek Love in 1996, not long 

after I started college at Sarah Lawrence, which 

was a super weird place. I was a scholarship kid from 

Pasadena, California, and really didn’t know where I had 

landed. A friend of mine from down the hall recommended 

Geek Love and said, “I think this is going to be your thing.” 

I read it in a weekend, feverishly. 

I remember going up to him later and saying, “I feel 

like Katherine Dunn created the nineties.” I still feel that 

way. All these nineties icons—Jim Rose, Flea of the Red 

Hot Chili Peppers—were huge fans of this book, which 

makes so much sense to me. The nineties were a great 

time. Being a freak and being different were celebrated. 

You’re the mother of the nineties!

KD [Laughing] That’s very f lattering! Geek Love 

came out at a time when a lot of stuff was con-

gealing in the zeitgeist. Publishers were putting out mem-

oirs like Jim Rose’s Freak Like Me and books about piercing 

and tattooing. Today those things seem almost passé, but 

at the time they were very transgressive and just beginning 

to gather steam. The publishing of my book happened to 

coincide with that atmosphere. There was a great deal go-

ing on in our culture prior to the appearance of Geek Love, 

and subsequently, that I had nothing to do with.

PK It’s been sad to see that in the post-9/11 era our 

culture has gotten more conservative. I teach, 

and sometimes my students seem so obsessed with being 

“normal.” People are fearful. 

Porochista, did you ever have people tell you that The 

Last Illusion was not going to sell in this market?
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describe female authors. I suppose that might make an 

interesting study. Maybe if it were a man, they would say 

“gutsy” or “gritty.” You know, nice, manly words.

PK If I asked my dad, who’s a good Persian dad, he 

would say audacity is a trait that a girl shouldn’t 

want, because it means you’re too brash. I’ve always been 

somewhat proud of that characteristic. It’s never been 

important to me to be polite. 

I think there’s an element of surprise to us being 

women and writing this kind of work. For you it might 

even be more extreme, because you’ve chosen to write 

about boxing for all these years, which isn’t what a good 

female novelist does, right?

KD Quite right. It’s a great advantage to be a 

woman in a totally male world, I can assure 

you. They don’t see you coming, for one thing. They think 

they can just pat you on the head and all will be well, so 

they’re unprepared when you spring the wolf trap. At least 

that’s the case when dealing with the older sportsmen—the 

managers, trainers, promoters. It’s less so with the younger 

generation. The advantage that women have had in dealing 

with men is dwindling at this point. We’re going to be 

cursed with equality whether we will it or no.

PK When writing about boxing, did you have to go 

extra lengths to prove yourself with the men?

KD As with any particular field, you have to do 

your homework. What I ran across time and 

time again was a moment of hesitation, almost a visible 

f licker of the eyes, in which the man that I was interview-

ing would be telling himself, “Oh, my God, I’m talking 

boxing with a woman!” Then it would pass. Because when 

it comes right down to it, people who are really interested in 

what they’re doing—whether they’re into boxing, azaleas, 

art design, or microbiology—are willing to talk to anyone, 

as long as they know you can do the job. Having a legiti-

mate, serious interest in their work overrides all prejudices 

and biases. It’s a wonderful thing. This is not to say that 

the moment that you screw up, that you insult them or say 

something they don’t like, or disagree with them, all those 

old prejudices won’t come out, usually in quite pithy ways. 

But you’ve crossed them, and so you should expect that.

PK What made you interested in boxing?

KD I grew up on the West Coast in the late forties 

and early fifties, at a time when boxing, along 

with baseball, was a really important part of American cul-

ture. The men in my family were very interested in boxing. 

In those days, we listened to the radio. That was the way 

that everything came to us from the outside world. We’d 

listen to Friday Night Fights. That was a big part of my 

upbringing. Then, in the late seventies, I married a man 

who was a boxing fan. He took me to a live boxing match, 

and I was hooked. 

As a sports fan, you turn to the newspaper every 

morning to find out what they’re saying about this or that 

match. I felt the local coverage was inadequate, which 

frustrated me. I told myself, “Well, if you think you’re 

a writer, and you want it written about better, then you 

should do it yourself.” So I did. It was addictive, intoxicat-

ing. Boxing distills so many elements of human activity. 

I subscribe to the notion that the microcosm ref lects the 

macrocosm. Boxing is an excellent petri dish for examin-

ing the forces of the universe and all of human activity.

PK Did you ever try boxing?

KD Yes, I did. In 1993, the federal courts decided 

that women had to be allowed to participate 

in amateur boxing programs. Prior to that, as early as the 

1920s, women could box professionally, but not as ama-

teurs. This is the equivalent of saying, “Okay, when you’re 

twenty-one years old you can try out for the US Olympic 

swim team, but until that moment you’re not allowed in 

the water.” When the ruling came down, women began to 

f low into the boxing gym. Not great rivers of them, but a 

distinct trickle. 

The trainers, many of whom I had been interview-

ing for thirteen years at that point, were horrified. They 

were sure that women would ruin the sport, that boxing 

PK Yes. My first novel, Sons and Other Flammable 

Objects, took only a few months to sell. It came 

out in 2007, when there had been a lot of memoirs by 

Iranian American women, and so there was a lot of interest 

in my work. That book is more of a family story, and the 

writing is semiexperimental, the energy wild and weird. I 

got a lot of press for it, and won some awards.

I think The Last Illusion, which I finished a decade 

later, is a much better novel, but it took two and a half 

years to sell. Nobody wanted to touch it. I was told it was 

disturbing and disgusting, and it has been far less reviewed 

and talked about, because it freaks people out, I think. Part 

of that is 9/11, but I’ve also been criticized that everyone’s 

weird in the book, that it’s too dark, even though I thought 

I was celebrating the characters. Again, I don’t know if it’s 

the conservative times that we live in or what.

KD There’s still a lot of risk taking in literature. 

George Saunders immediately comes to mind, 

and Aimee Bender. Many years ago a reviewer in the New 

York Times said something to the effect of, Americans are 

not capable of writing magical realism. It’s beyond us. We are 

materialists.

Boy, had that critic not been paying attention! From 

Washington Irving to Mark Twain to you, Porochista, 

there’s a long tradition of fantasticism. Anything can hap-

pen in the American mind. I’m convinced of that.

We also have to recognize that there are multiple 

strains of inf luence in American letters. It’s a huge popu-

lation with extremely different backgrounds and points of 

view. It would be surprising if we had a monolithic literary 

structure, which we don’t.

PK You’re right. I’m a struggling writer, and that 

colors my take on things. I don’t make anything 

off my advances. I’ll never see a royalty check from my 

novels. I’m always on Twitter talking about how I basically 

live in poverty. Partly that’s because I choose to live in 

New York, and I’m a professor. Also, I have students who 

are into fraternities and sororities, and they all seem like 

they want to get married and become rich—things that my 

friends and I were never interested in, and sometimes it 

causes me to worry about our cultural values.

You’ve both said that you’ve been contacted by people 

who were upset by your books. Porochista, you’ve said 

that you’ve heard from 9/11 conspiracy theorists, and 

Katherine, you’ve gotten letters from readers who find 

the characters in Geek Love to be shocking and sensa-

tionalistic. How do you feel upon getting these respons-

es, and do you engage with those readers at all?

KD People who are offended by Geek Love have a 

right to be offended. No book is right for ev-

erybody. No food, no drink, no oxygen saturation of the air 

is right for everybody. We’re an extremely varied species, 

and that’s part of our glory. 

I respond to some of the nice letters I receive. Of 

course, others are quite vitriolic and negative, and I do 

not respond to those. Partly that’s because I’ve had a little 

trouble with stalkers.

PK Same here! I’ve even had to go to the FBI for a 

female stalker. It was very upsetting. I wonder 

if, because we might seem to be sympathetic to freakish 

eccentrics, people think they can come close to us.

Very occasionally people write me angry notes in 

response to my work, but it’s more often anonymously, in 

comment sections on websites like Goodreads or Amazon. 

The most direct responses I receive are for my nonfiction 

essays. If it’s positive, I write back, especially if it’s from a 

student. I love hearing from students. But it does get weird 

sometimes, and so I’m careful. Sometimes you let someone 

in and then they turn into a stalker. They have an agenda.

Katherine, the copy of Geek Love that I read was a very 

early edition with a lot of blurbs and press on the cover. I 

noticed that the word audacious kept coming up, which is 

an adjective that has often been used to describe The Last 

Illusion. Do you think women get pegged as audacious if 

they’re doing something that’s unusual, or somewhat rude, 

or kind of crazy?

KD I think your book is brave. When I say auda-

cious, that’s what I mean—risk taking. I don’t 

take that as a negative thing at all.

Now, I’ve never sat down to analyze the language 

used to describe male authors as opposed to that used to 
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meat. I felt my legs weaken. I hadn’t thought about the 

smell. I turned away.

Kamal pulled a joint from his pocket—he’d come 

prepared. I filled my lungs to drown the smell of Nikki 

burning, coughing with the first hit, the second, but not 

with the third. 

Mustafa fed the f lames with table legs and broken 

chairs, tenderly, with reverence.

It takes a body longer than you’d think to disappear. I 

didn’t watch, I couldn’t. 

I’d done it, I’d saved her. Why did I feel so hollow?

« . »

Once the fire had burned itself out, Mustafa—
true Knight of the Order of the Twin Moons—picked 

the fragments of bone from the ashes and ground them 

down with stones. He gathered the remains into a carved 

sandalwood box that had belonged to his mother. “You can 

keep Nikki with you always.”

« . »

We drove through the City of the Dead in the 
faint glow of predawn, between empty green and white 

tents, scraps of paper crowns f luttering past. In the 

rearview mirror, purple circles spread like bruises beneath 

Mustafa’s eyes. They were empty, as I knew mine must be, 

seeing Nikki’s beloved Cairo now bereft of her. Kamal lit a 

joint. This time his brother took it. 

One last thing remained to be done. I reached into 

the box and gathered a small fistful of Nikki. Rolling the 

window down, I opened my hand. The cloud of dust rose 

brief ly behind us.

“What are you doing?” Mustafa sounded angry.

“Hindus don’t keep the ashes of their dead,” I said. 

“They sprinkle them into rivers, over holy sites.” I took an-

other fistful. “Nikki wanted to stay in Cairo.” I opened my 

hand, sending more of Nikki into the breeze. “The sun’s 

not up yet; we’re still Hindus.” 

We drove through the city until the day was fully born, 

scattering Nikki over the Nile, in Helwan, in the City of 

the Dead where we’d danced. 

Kamal found Tamer Hosny on the radio, and we sang 

as I scattered.

But as the box emptied, doubt filled me. Anyone would 

want to learn English from Nikki, but from me? What 

would I do here, alone? 

I slipped the final pinch of Nikki’s ashes into my 

mouth. Eyes closed, I waited for them to dissolve on my 

tongue, willing Nikki’s courage to enter me.

It never came. Instead I felt doors slamming, the walls 

of a tiny, dark room pressing close around me. Images of 

my safe, comfortable life pulled at me like a riptide. My re-

solve crumbled, dissolved, vanished as though it had never 

been. I’d go back. I’d get pregnant. I wouldn’t even finish 

my gloriously useless doctorate. 

I’ve always taken the path of least resistance. Nikki 

knew that about me.

But first I needed justification, a plausible story. For 

Jake, for Nikki’s father, for the husband I did not love. 

A yarn about Muslims cremating their dead would 

never f ly—if there’s one thing Mormons know, it’s other 

people’s religions.

As we passed a pile of smoldering tires, the shameful 

plan came slithering on its belly, chaos once again my ally.

I’d say fanatics had shot Nikki, set fire to her body, 

grinding her charred remains into the asphalt with their 

heels. Islamic fundamentalism, I’d say, Al Qaeda.

And they’d believe me.

« . »

I didn’t say good-bye. I packed hurriedly, left 
Cairo that night like a thief, under a bright, full moon—

the only one in the sky. CR

Courtney Maum’s debut novel, I Am Having So Much Fun Here Without You, is not your 

typical love story. But it is most certainly about love, the kind that fails and surprises. Her 

narrator, Richard Haddon, lives in Paris and is entrenched in the local art scene. Here’s 

where the book departs from your standard feel-good romance: Haddon cheats on his 

wife. As his marriage begins to fall apart, Haddon decides he must do whatever he can to 

win her back.

I Am Having So Much Fun Here Without You is filled with humor and wit. It’s a purely 

addictive read. And here’s a fact that, after reading this book, you’d never have guessed: 

it sat dormant, given up for dead, for about a decade. Maum’s debut was rejected again 

and again. Then, when an editor finally accepted it, the deal fell through. So Maum put 

it to the side. She didn’t pick it back up until years later, when a savvy agent, Rebecca 

Gradinger, suggested she give it another shot. Then editor Sally Kim immediately saw 

the potential of both the book and the author. As you’ll see in this interview, a successful 

book is so much more than a well-written manuscript. It requires a team. It also requires 

vision, perseverance, and sometimes—quite basically—the willingness to go back and give 

a rejected manuscript another shot.

CELIA BLUE JOHNSON

BEHIND THE 
BOOK DEAL
INTERVIEWS WITH 

COURTNEY MAUM,  
REBECCA GRADINGER & SALLY KIM
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BEHIND THE BOOK DEAL
CELIA BLUE JOHNSON

AUTHOR, I AM HAVING SO MUCH FUN 
HERE WITHOUT YOU  

COURTNEY MAUM
What was your path to publication? Is there anything 

you would change, given the chance?

CM Well, listen: once the book was accepted, the 

path was very smooth, with lots of rest stops 

and scenic lookouts along the way. But it took me ten years 

to get this book published, and it was a rocky, rocky road, 

which, if you’ll follow me down to your next question, I’ll 

explain.

Your debut novel was, in fact, the first novel you wrote, 

right? And though you’ve written other manuscripts 

since, it was returning to this first story and revising 

it almost a decade later that finally landed you a book 

deal. Can you describe that revision process? And what 

made you turn back and consider this manuscript all over 

again?

CM I Am Having So Much Fun Here Without You 

was the first novel I ever wrote. I finished it, 

or thought I had, in 2004 and quickly got an agent and an 

interested editor for whom I spent the summer working on 

revisions. But the whole thing fell through. It hadn’t been 

seen by a lot of houses, so my agent still felt hopeful, but 

it ended up getting rejected eighteen times. I shelved it, 

quickly wrote two awful novels that I judged more “com-

mercial,” wrote a half-baked memoir, and self-published a 

short story collection before embarking on another book 

project, which is how I got the agent I have now. But once 

we agreed to work together, she informed me that the book 

I had entrusted her with finding an editor for wasn’t my 

debut novel. (She thought a novel written entirely from 

the fictionalized point of view of celebrity musician John 

Mayer was a little wacky for my first book.) Rebecca asked 

me if I had anything else for her to look at, and I said I had 

this old thing that had spent a decade in a box. After read-

ing it, she convinced me that this book, then called The 

Blue Bear, was my debut novel. 

I absolutely, positively did not want to return to this 

project. Coming so close to publication ten years earlier 

had broken my heart. But a couple of things took place. 

First of all, Rebecca can be incredibly persuasive, and I 

was f lattered by the intensity with which she believed 

in this book. Secondly, I psyched myself up for a kind 

of publication revenge story where I would walk into a 

gymnasium proudly holding my finally published novel 

above my head. And then I found out I was pregnant. I’m 

a type-A Virgo who functions best under big deadlines, 

and having a human being arrive seemed like an impor-

tant deadline indeed. 

I knew I wasn’t up to the kind of piecemeal revision 

the first draft required, so I settled down to write the 

entire thing from scratch. The whole rewrite was a blur for 

me. I wrote it in a kind of mental fugue—a self-defense 

mechanism, I’m sure, to keep me from taking stock of the 

insanity of the task. 

Perhaps one of the most frustrating criticisms of a novel 

is when a reader exclaims that a character isn’t likable. 

Arguably, it’s an accomplishment to create a character 

that the reader doesn’t always—or perhaps ever—like. 

Your protagonist is certainly a f lawed character, though 

there’s a lot of good in there with the bad. What inspired 

you to write about an unfaithful husband? And how did 

he develop in your early and then later versions of the 

manuscript?

CM You know, I’m starting to realize that “unlik-

able” is code speak for poorly written. I mean, 

no one describes American Psycho’s Patrick Bateman as 

“unlikable,” right? Because he’s a perfectly drawn socio-

path. Ditto, Heart of Darkness’s Kurtz. I think that as read-

ers we can find a way to sympathize with even a literary 

monster if the character is well written. A character starts 

to become unlikable when we don’t care about his journey, 

when the situations aren’t realistic, the dialogue feels stale, 

or we’re quite simply bored. When I wrote the first version 

of this novel, Richard was this ne’er-do-well who— 

literally—never did well. He was very “ball and chain” 

about his marriage: you know, what a drag that I’ve got 

this thing tethering me to domestic life, wherefore art my 

freedom, all that. He had absolutely no compassion for his 

wife. I thought I had made him witty and sarcastic, but re-

ally he was just mean. He wasn’t just “unlikable,” he wasn’t 

written well. 

It took a lot of time and distance from the manu-

script—and getting married myself—to realize that what 

was lacking was compassion, doubt, and guilt. A lot of 

readers aren’t going to like my new Richard, but I’m not 

one of those readers. He’s a human who makes a very 

human mistake, and he’s far from being the only person 

in the story who’s f lawed. In a lot of cases, it takes two 

people to let a marriage fall apart. 

There are some very steamy scenes in your novel! Did 

you find any resistance from agents, editors, or others?

CM Absolutely not! Only encouragement. In fact, 

when we were discussing my plans for a sec-

ond novel, my agent said, “Make sure there’s lots of sex!”

You’ve written many pieces for independent presses, 

and you write an ongoing humor column for Electric 

Literature. What role has independent literature played 

in your career?

CM It was through independent literature that I 

made my first writing friends: by going  

to readings hosted by such and such a press, to book 

events at independent bookshops, to launch parties. And 

independent presses were the first places to put my work in 

print. I don’t have an MFA, so if the indies hadn’t opened 

their doors to me (or more correctly, allowed me to bust 

them down), I would still be writing in a silo, with no 

readers of my work, and no likeminded friends. 

I feel really optimistic about independent presses—

there’s amazing work out there that’s thriving, and the fact 

that such houses still offer a legitimate (or legitimized?) 

publishing experience for emerging authors allows writers 

to experiment with subject and voice in a way they might 

not if scoring a book deal with a major publishing house 

was the only way to share their work. I’m thinking specifi-

cally of a novel like A Moody Fellow Finds Love and Then 

Dies by Douglas Watson from Outpost19. Such a quirky 

book about the bumpy voyage to self-discovery probably 

isn’t going to come out in hardcover from Random House 

or what have you, but because of intrepid publishers like 

Outpost19, Douglas Watson didn’t have to self-publish; 

the book is great looking, and he can go on tour under the 

umbrella of a legitimate press. I’m not knocking self- 

publishing—I’ve self-published two books—but I don’t 

think you want to go on a book tour for a book you’ve self-

published. That would be like celebrating your birthday 

with strangers every weekend in a different town.

Now that your book is out, were you surprised by any 

parts of the publishing process? 

CM There were pleasant and less pleasant sur-

prises, both. One great thing was the amount 

of support I received from Touchstone. You go from being 

this lonely writer, locked away with unbrushed teeth, typ-

ing in your garret, to suddenly being bolstered by all these 

people working toward the same goal. This was the first 

time in my life that I felt like part of a team. I mean, it was 

an athletic experience getting this book onto shelves. After 

that, there is a lot of post-publication ickiness that no one 

talks about. Most of your closest friends won’t tell you if 

(or when) they read your book, so you’re forced to function 

in your daily life not knowing what they think. I’m not 

sure what’s up with that. It reminds me of what it was like 

to suddenly be growing boobs in middle school. Everyone 

knows they’re there, but no one wants to talk about them. 
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