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DEAR READER:

Nothing connects us quite like desire. We all want something we believe will get us to a better 
place. Our desire propels us every day, and we can all relate to that feeling—that pull—that 
keeps us wishing, moving, yearning, striving.  

Desire doesn’t come in many varieties. We may dress it up differently, but if we dig down to 
what we truly want, we’ll find that most of us ache for the same things: We want to stop feeling 
so damn alone. We want to be understood. We want to be happy. 

In this issue, a new father, battling loneliness, tries desperately to understand why his son cries 
all day. Misunderstood by his mother, a man is pushed beyond his limits. A farm-sitter chases 
runaway cows, chases sobriety, chases peace. 

But chasing down one desire can mean balancing it against others. In Brian Gresko’s conver-
sation with Edan Lepucki, Emily St. John Mandel, and Benjamin Percy, we learn how these 
authors find happiness as writers who balance work, family, and life. 

And then there’s sex. In this most basic form of desire, we just want to make a connection—
even if that connection is sometimes purely physical. Watch in this issue how easily a charac-
ter’s selfish sexual appetites can slide past greed into absurdity.

Ultimately it’s the choices we make to attain our desires that truly set us apart. Maybe we beg 
our wife to come home and soothe the babe. Maybe we plot to kill our mother. Maybe we 
resolve to wake up at dawn to write our dystopian novel. Or perhaps we give in to lust and get 
into a lot of trouble.

We hope you will find in every page of this issue the threads of desire that connect us. However 
different the stories, interviews, or poems may seem, we look in each one for a glimmer of 
ourselves. 

Cheers,
The Editors
Maria Gagliano, Celia Blue Johnson & Elizabeth Blachman
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FOUR 
SEASONS

AMY COLLINI

One late summer day just before my son’s second 
birthday, my husband says, “Let’s buy Lucas a piano.” I 
am startled—my husband can politely be described as a 
spendthrift—but I am also elated. I have no tiger-mother 
aspirations for my toddler, hoping he will plunk out 
sonatas; I simply want him to have an opportunity I  
did not.

I’ve harbored a lifelong desire to learn to play the piano. 
I came home in fifth grade with the pea-green sign-up 
sheet for music lessons through my school; my mother gave 
it a perfunctory look and then said, “No.” 

For almost thirty years, that was the end of my musical 
aspirations. “Learn to play piano” was one of those wishes 
I’d mostly forgotten until the day Paul mentions his idea 
for our son. 

“I’d love to have a piano,” I say. “But what’s the point of 
encouraging Lucas if no one else in the house can play?”

“So you take lessons,” he says. 
And just like that, playing piano becomes a real pos-

sibility instead of a withered childhood wish.
We go to the biggest piano warehouse in Columbus, 

and our son runs from room to room, smashing his sticky 

fingers onto the keys of $50,000 Steinways. Our salesman, 
Michael, is quick to tell us that Lucas can’t hurt anything 
and to let him touch every piano in the showroom. We tell 
Michael that we don’t even know what we’re looking for 
because we’ve never played instruments of any kind, so he 
plays several songs on different pianos so we can listen to 
comparisons of their quality. We entertain the possibility 
of a handsome, brand-new Charles Walter upright, but our 
salesman doesn’t seem crazy about the quality, and we can’t 
find anything I like in the used section. We leave that day 
without buying anything.

Two weeks later, Michael calls my husband and leaves a 
message, panting with excitement; a gorgeous forty-year-old 
Baldwin upright has just come in. The price is reasonable, 
and Michael raves about the sound quality; he tells us that 
when he opened it up, he could see it had barely been played. 

We drive to the warehouse that same day, and Michael 
is right: the Baldwin is gorgeous. The wood is f lawless, 
deep walnut in color, and the style is classic. It’s impossible 
to tell that it was built in 1971. Michael plays “Memories” 
for us, and even to my untrained ear, the quality of the 
sound is magical, full and rich. He pushes the piano away 
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AMY COLLINI

from the wall and shows us the soundboard made of hard-
wood, something many piano manufacturers no longer do 
(they now use cheap pressboard). Michael loses himself for 
a while playing songs I recognize but can’t name, and I am 
mesmerized by the sound twinned with his hands moving 
across the keys. I want to be able to play the way he plays.

Paul and I quickly agree that yes, this is our piano. We 
sign the papers and arrange for delivery, and then drive 
home in the waning summer heat, filled with anticipation.

« . »

Learning how to play the piano turns out to be 
hard. This may be due to several factors: there are eighty-
eight keys (eighty-eight!); I have no previous music 
education; I have a compulsion to be perfect at everything 
I attempt from the very outset; and I quiver with 
nervousness at learning anything new. I sweat so badly 
on the bench at the first lesson that it needs to be wiped 
down with a towel after I stand up. My new piano teacher, 
referred to me by a friend, is a PhD in music theory who 
cobbles together a living teaching adjunct university 
classes, cleaning houses, and working at Barnes & Noble. 
And, of course, teaching piano lessons. Stephanie, tasked 
with teaching me this new language, rambles on during 
our lessons using words I don’t understand: triad, treble 
clef, legato, time signature. She quizzes me and then 
corrects me when my answers are wrong, only to realize 
she hasn’t taught me that particular term or skill yet. At 
each lesson, I feel as if she assumes I know much more 
than I do because I’m an adult student rather than a child. 
I decide that all of this is normal when someone learns 
to play piano so late in life, so I lumber along, wondering 
when it will get easier.

As the months pass, my joy at mastering new songs 
seems inextricably linked to the dread that builds in the 
days and hours before each lesson. I learn to play “The 
First Noel,” “Edelweiss,” the theme song to Beauty and the 
Beast, “Jingle Bells.” I had hoped to learn classical music, 
but I presume that will come later. Stephanie comes to the 
house for my twice-monthly lessons, which seemed ideal at 
the outset because I didn’t have to go anywhere; however, 
because I stay at home with my son, it becomes necessary 

to schedule lessons when either my husband or a babysitter 
will be in the house. And even then, Lucas often barges 
his way onto the piano bench and tries to make off with 
Stephanie’s phone during my lessons. Both of us find it 
difficult to concentrate.

During the day when it’s just my son and me, I sneak 
in a few minutes here and there to practice, usually when 
Lucas is dribbling a pilfered bottle of wood glue all over 
his train table or reading Richard Scarry’s Busy, Busy Town 
to himself for the 783rd time. My stints at the piano are 
allocated in short bursts and are eminently interruptible, 
even in the evening when my husband is home to occupy 
Lucas. Someone always needs something. And the carousel 
of minutiae comprising my days—snack making, cleaning 
up, playing, reading, scolding, diaper changing, laundry 
folding—is always spinning in the background, waiting for 
me when I sit down to practice. I start to feel pangs of self-
reproach when I mention to anyone that I’m taking piano 
lessons, much in the same way I try not to tell anyone when 
I get a massage. I feel slightly embarrassed at my commit-
ment to something so frivolous.

One afternoon in the middle of December, I sit down to 
practice “Alouette” for the two minutes my son will be oc-
cupied in his playroom. After playing a couple of measures, I 
feel an icy draft running up my back; I rush to the playroom, 
only fifteen feet from my seat at the piano, and find the 
French doors open. Lucas is nowhere in sight. I run barefoot 
into the backyard, screaming for him as I run in every direc-
tion. I race to the front yard and spot him in the street, in 
his T-shirt and diaper, where I scoop him up and admonish 
him in a wobbly voice. “I was looking for Dada,” he tells me, 
his lip quivering in response to my panic. The next day, Paul 
installs a padlock at the top of the French doors. 

Winter sets in and hardens, crystalline and bitter. I 
practice only sporadically, courtesy of an avalanche of 
adversity. Lucas, unable to play outside during the most 
treacherous winter in Ohio history, becomes incapable of 
sleeping at night and quits napping altogether at twenty-
seven months. I institute “quiet time” to replace naps, but 
Lucas spends the hour tipping over his rocker, ripping the 
sheets off his bed, tearing pages from library books, and 
emptying his dresser. One afternoon, when I am not pay-
ing attention to the video monitor for a ten-minute stretch, 
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AUTHORS IN 
CONVERSATION 
A DISCUSSION WITH EDAN LEPUCKI,  
EMILY ST. JOHN MANDEL & BENJAMIN PERCY

A viral pandemic. A nuclear barrage dropped by drones operated 
by rogue extremists. A hostile, damaged climate bringing 
blizzard upon blizzard followed by blistering months of drought. 
Anarchy and disorder, civilization in decline. Whether you 
look on genre, young adult, or literary bookshelves, apocalyptic 
situations currently fascinate our collective imagination—
narratives that reduce the characters’ every concern to one: the 
desire to survive. Given the troubled times in which we live, 
such stories may feel more relevant than stale marriage plots or 
outdated rags-to-riches tales. 

I grew up devouring dystopias like Stephen King’s The Stand 
and the Dark Towers series, Kurt Vonnegut’s Cat’s Cradle, and 
Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale, along with classics by 
Bradbury, Huxley, and Orwell. Years later, reclining poolside on 
honeymoon in Spain, my wife and I fought over our lone copy of 
Cormac McCarthy’s The Road. End-of-the-world narratives have 
always appealed to me, but what has drawn other writers to the 
premise, and what challenges did they face when constructing 
their stories? To find out, I turned to the authors of three highly 
acclaimed post-apocalyptic novels.

Edan Lepucki’s California centers around a young married 
couple, Frida and Cal, who begin the novel living a Little House on 
the Prairie–like existence in a forest not far from the wrecked and 
powerless city of Los Angeles. When Frida finds out that she’s 
pregnant, they venture to a nearby community for assistance, only 

to find more trouble than help. An actor’s death on a Toronto 
stage opens Emily St. John Mandel’s novel Station Eleven, and 
that very night, the deadly Georgia Flu begins sweeping across 
the world, killing most of the population. Following a traveling 
Shakespearean theater company twenty years after the pandemic, 
Mandel’s novel explores the human impulse to create art and find 
meaning even in an age of collapse. Benjamin Percy turns the 
doomsday clock even further ahead in The Dead Lands, imagining 
what the United States Midwest might look like one hundred 
fifty years after a combination of plague and nuclear holocaust 
have destroyed most everything. In a fascinating conceit drawn 
from history, Lewis Meriwether, an inventor with latent magical 
powers, and Mina Clark, a woman skilled with a gun but battling 
personal demons, set off from their drought-stricken city to find 
greener land and, perhaps, human life in the West. 

Ironically, I was only able to talk with these authors via 
the very technology that the fall of society would render useless. 
Using a combination of Skype and iPhone, I spoke with Edan 
from her home in Los Angeles, Emily from a hotel room in 
Sydney, Australia, and Ben from his office in Minnesota. Despite 
the various screens and disparate time zones between them, the 
three quickly fell into a rapport with one another, trading plot 
techniques and discussing the inf luences and inspirations behind 
their dark tales with a remarkable amount of detail and good 
humor.

BRIAN GRESKO
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Ben, you’ve said that you’ve known you wanted to write 
about the Lewis and Clark expedition for years. At what 
point did you decide to place them in a post-apocalyptic 
landscape?

BP  I didn’t set out to write a post-apocalyptic 
novel. I originally wanted to write a nonfiction 

book about Lewis and Clark in which I would recreate 
their passage by pedaling, paddling, and hiking my way 
across the country and taking different people with me 
along the way—family, friends. It was going to be about 
modern-day adventure, and also my Huck Finn–ish up-
bringing. I was raised in a wild sort of way. Every week-
end my family camped on some mountainside or in a dry 
canyon, hiking, fishing, hunting, rock-hounding. Along 
the road, we would inevitably stop at a historic landmark 
and my mother would lecture us at length about how the 
Lewis and Clark expedition was the greatest adventure 
story in American history. She took me to Fort Clatsop so 
many times that I could have become a historical re-enac-
tor! When I turned twelve, she gave me Lewis and Clark’s 
journals inscribed with the message “Seek adventure.” So 
I grew up hard-wired to think of their story as an essential 
part of what it means to be American.

I received a bid on the nonfiction book from a pub-
lisher—tied in to an offer on my novel Red Moon—and 
my wife and I sat down to figure out the logistics. I would 
have been on the road for three months, and the expedi-
tion would have cost a lot of money. My wife very reason-
ably said, “This ain’t happening.” Then I thought maybe 
a historical novel would be the way to go, but that’s been 
done before, and done well, so I cast about for another 
way to tell their story. Seeing Lewis and Clark’s journey 
through a post-apocalyptic lens allowed me to make their 
saga feel relevant and perilous once more. Something that 
could happen—something with edge-of-your-seat stakes—
rather than something that did happen.

EM I didn’t start with the end of the world either; 
I began with the characters. I knew I wanted 

to write something completely different from my previ-
ous three books, which were often categorized as “literary 
noir.” I was afraid that if I kept going in that direction, 

I would be pigeonholed as a crime writer. I like crime 
fiction, but the idea of being pigeonholed as anything is 
profoundly unappealing to me. I thought I’d write about 
the life of a talented but penniless actor in a traveling 
Shakespearean theater company, and maybe set it in pres-
ent-day Canada. That character became Arthur Leander, 
the guy who dies of a heart attack in the first chapter. But 
I also wanted to consider the modern world: the apparatus 
of cell phones, airplanes, Skype calls, and electricity. It 
seemed to me that an interesting way to write about that 
would be to write about its absence, so I decided to place 
the theater troupe in a post-apocalyptic landscape.

EL I thought a post-apocalyptic domestic drama 
would be a really cool book to read. I say “read” 

because at that point I didn’t think myself qualified to 
write such a novel. But the idea wouldn’t leave me alone, 
and once the characters began to take shape I knew I 
would write it. The world of the book materialized when 
I thought more about my characters and their marriage. 
Around the same time I began thinking about all this, I 
was driving in a part of Los Angeles where the street lights 
had gone out. That got me thinking: what would L.A. be 
like with no electricity? Then I wondered what the reasons 
for that would be, and extrapolated from there. You have to 
do that kind of if-then thinking when constructing a post-
apocalyptic narrative.

What are you able to accomplish with writing about 
characters in a post-apocalyptic setting that you can’t in 
a realistic setting?

BP I was thinking about the original expedition 
and how everyone coveted Louisiana. Here was 

this massive territory that the United Kingdom, Russia, 
France, and America all wanted. Then Napoleon sold it 
to Thomas Jefferson for fifteen million dollars, and in 
doing so doubled the size of this country, but nobody—
no white people, anyway—knew what was actually out 
there. When Lewis and Clark set off, some wondered if 
there might be wooly mammoths awaiting them. It was 
the equivalent of blasting off to the moon. By setting 
the story in a post-apocalyptic landscape with all these 



42

AT LAST, 
SEX

CHRIS OFFUTT

My father’s early science fiction stories placed 
him in the new wave of young writers changing the field 
by exploring social concerns such as sexuality, psychology, 
corporate mentality, politics, and environmentalism. 
They focused on “soft” as opposed to “hard” science 
and often wrote from a more literary sensibility than 
their predecessors. If magazine published Dad’s story 
“Population Implosion.” Its inclusion in the anthology 
World’s Best Science Fiction led to an invitation to attend the 
World Science Fiction Convention of 1969. 

My parents packed the Mercedes, left my siblings 
and me in the care of college students, and drove to St. 
Louis. Dad clipped on a nametag proclaiming him a “pro.” 
Strangers asked for his autograph. Women f lirted openly, 
f launting their braless bodies. None of the men wore ties, 
and Dad left his in the hotel room. He met other writers 
with long hair and beards. Surrounded by the outrageous 
styles of the hippies, Mom no longer worried that the 
wives of doctors and professors might judge her clothing. 

My parents went to St. Louis with the confidence of 
people who are naïve to their own naïveté, and returned 
astonished by the experience. They had never questioned 
the lives they led or the motivations for their decisions; 
they merely followed the pattern of the time. They hated 

communists, loved JFK, and f lew the f lag on national 
holidays. A gigantic Douay-Rheims Bible sat on a dais in 
the dining room. The goal of life was making money and 
children. 

A photograph from WorldCon 1969 shows my father 
in a gray pinstripe suit coat and a white turtleneck sweater. 
One arm is folded across his chest, the other propped before 
him, his empty hand posed as if holding an invisible object. 
His expression is unusual for its frowning discomfort, 
eyes staring upward as if in thought. Dad’s hair is quite 
short, and he is clean-shaven. My mother is facing him 
in a sleeveless cocktail dress, her hair in a perm that puffs 
around her head. Both appear awkward and ill at ease. 

Less than a year later, photographed at their next SF 
convention in 1970, my parents have undergone a drastic 
change. Around their necks are silk kerchiefs loosely held 
by metal clasps. Both wear rock-star sunglasses. Dad has 
a full beard and long hair. He’s dressed in blue jeans, a 
thick leather belt, and a cool shirt with epaulets and f lap 
pockets. Mom’s hair is cropped to a pixie cut. She wears 
a blouse, jeans, and sandals. Each has a broad smile, their 
bodies in open, relaxed postures. Starved for a sense of 
social belonging, my parents had found a community that 
embraced them—science fiction fandom. 
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The Bible vanished from the dining room, replaced by 
an equally large copy of Webster’s unabridged dictionary. 
Dad gave our property the official address of The Funny 
Farm, putting it on legal documents, stationery, and bank 
checks. Entering science fiction fandom led to the trans-
formation of John Cleve as a pseudonym for porn to a 
full-f ledged alter ego. Dad’s parallel careers in science fic-
tion and porn occurred during the same years my parents 
attended cons, as many as nine per year, developing deep 
relationships with people they rarely saw. The con com-
mittee invited Andrew J. Offutt and got John Cleve in the 
bargain. He enjoyed playing both roles. At cons he’d wear 
one set of clothes to be on a science fiction panel, then 
change into his John Cleve attire for parties. He switched 
nametags so often that a fan presented him with a large 
handmade tag of bright fabric. Stitched onto one side was 
the name Offutt. The reverse said Cleve. 

« . »

Initially, my parents left my siblings and me in 
the care of older people when they went to cons. One 
weekend it was a married couple. She was pregnant and 
stayed with my sisters while the man took my brother 
and me to search for Indian artifacts. He drove out of the 
county, deep into the hills, explaining that he’d already 
located a site high on a cliff, recognizable by the black 
imprint that ancient smoke had left on the rock. Until 
then my time in the woods had been spent alone or in 
the company of my brother. Leaving the county with a 
grownup for a planned mission was thrilling, especially 
since it involved an archaeological treasure hunt. The road 
dwindled as he drove: two-lane blacktop, one lane, a dirt 
road, then a rough fire trail. He parked in a slight wide 
spot. We hiked through the dense woods, climbed a steep 
hill, and found a shallow cave on a ledge. 

The man gave us kitchen spoons. He said that digging 
with them would preserve any fragile artifacts we found. My 
brother and I were obedient and diligent. For several hours 
we crouched side by side, making small, precise motions with 
our spoons, chipping intensely at the hard earth. Each time I 
found a rock, I asked if it was important. The man examined 
the first few, then merely glanced at them and shook his 

head, and finally began ignoring me altogether. Sweat ran 
into my eyes. My brother’s glasses were streaked with dirt. 
Rocks scraped my knuckles raw, then drew blood. As the sun 
faded in the west, I became chilly. Bored and tired, our bod-
ies aching from the cramped positions, we were just two boys 
conscripted by a stranger on our day off from school. 

The man abruptly made an odd sound. He dropped 
his spoon and jerked backward, a scared expression on his 
face. I peered into the hole and saw the tiny white bones of 
an infant. The man quickly refilled the grave and tamped 
it down. He rushed my brother and me off the cliff and 
through the woods, dimmed by dusk, then heavy night. 
Despite the darkness, he marched us fast through the 
woods directly to the car. He drove silently, but I could tell 
he was frightened by his discovery. 

After this incident, my parents ceased hiring people 
to stay with us. At age twelve, I was placed in charge 
when they went to cons. My brother was nine, and my 
sisters were eight and seven. My instructions were simple: 
feed my siblings, feed the dogs, don’t run in the house, 
and above all, don’t tell anyone that Mom and Dad were 
gone. At night, I fixed supper and put my siblings to bed, 
reassuring them that everything was fine. After they were 
asleep I sat alone in the house and fretted. I was afraid my 
parents would never return. I worried how we’d get food, 
what would happen if the electricity went out. Some of our 
neighbors’ children had been removed from the home by 
the state, and I feared I’d lose my siblings, that I would fail 
at taking care of them. 

Occasionally my parents would be late returning on 
Sunday afternoon, and I’d call the state police to ask 
if there had been any fatal accidents on the interstate. 
Fortunately, our parents always came home. My relief was 
mixed with trepidation: they were always exhausted, and 
Dad might f ly off the handle at any moment. Mom slipped 
silently about the house, as fearful of his potential rage as 
we were. Many years later I understood the dire position 
she was in, caught between two opposing forces. Any 
display of loyalty to her children risked Dad’s perception 
that she was disloyal to him, the worst act of treachery. She 
strode a rigid and terrible middle ground, but invariably 
chose Dad. It was the wiser decision. His rage at her would 
quickly extend to all of us, and last longer. 
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HEARTS 
AND MINDS

MONA AWAD

Archibald had already been fucking one fat girl 
when he began to fuck another on the side. Now he was 
fucking two: Beth and Brita. Or was it Bertha? Anyway, 
two fat girls. He even began to think he could make a little 
money out of it. Like maybe he could write a book. There 
would be chapters like:

“Do Not Underestimate the Power of Despair”
“Low Self-Esteem Is Your Friend!” 
Archibald’s father’s wife, Edna, with whom he also 

fooled around on occasion, felt the whole thing was a 
disgrace. While in the backseat of a moving cab, she raised 
his head from between her legs and told him so. 

“Those fat girls are going to eat you alive, Archibald,” 
she said, her voice sludgy with Klonopin and Grand 
Marnier. “Just like on that show.” 

“What show?” Archibald asked, grabbing a Virginia 
Slim from her purse and lighting it. 

“No smoke in here!” The cabbie called from the front 
seat. “I told you last time this not a motel!” 

“The show,” Edna said, lighting one too. She attempted 
to pull up her gold stirrup pants, then gave up and let them 
fall back down around her ankles. “You know, the one 

that’s on late at night? Where the fat women throw chairs 
at each other? Mom loves it. Don’t you, mom?” 

“I love what?” her mother called from the front pas-
senger seat. 

“No smoke! No smoke in here!” 
“Calm down . . . Jesus?” Edna said, squinting at the 

name on the cabbie’s license. “Look, I’ll blow out the 
window, see?” she said, blowing pointed smoke into the 
rolled-up window. 

“What do I love?” her mother called again worriedly. 
 “Probably you shouldn’t have brought your mother,” 

Archibald said. 
“Well, I couldn’t leave her alone with your father. Not 

in her condition. Not in his condition.” Edna leaned into 
the front passenger seat and placed a hand on her mother’s 
shoulder. “You know the show, mom. Where the fat 
women throw chairs. You never miss it.” 

“You smoke in here, you get out!” 
“Oh, yes!” her mother said, knowledge at last dawning 

over her features. “I just love that show. I never miss it.” 

« . »
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hEARTS ANd mINdS
MONA AWAD

Archibald had stumbled into the sexual 
arrangement with the first fat girl much like he would 
stumble into an after-hours bar while on a tequila 
bender (which was how he stumbled into most sexual 
arrangements: the one with Edna, the one with Joyce, 
the one with the Korean dwarf, and the one with Anne, 
the morose vegan with long silver hair who worked at 
his local video store). That evening, following his shift at 
Bert’s Bookstore, he had spent his time as he often did: in 
the backseat of a cab with Edna, chasing Klonopin with 
Absolut. At her request, he’d gone down on her twice, 
though this was all a bit hazy and tricky, what with the 
narrowness of the backseat and Jesus the cabbie watching 
from the rearview mirror and Edna’s skintight suede 
pants, the unbuttoning of which turned out to be a team 
effort. Afterward, she’d lain half-comatose on his chest, 
pulling drags off a Virginia Slim, singing “Is That All 
There Is?” interspersed with stories from her life before 
she married Archibald’s father, when she was a jazz singer 
who worked days at a f lorist’s and her life was pure and 
filled with hope. After she’d passed out, Archibald got 
Jesus to drop him off at the next corner. He took a roll of 
bills from Edna’s purse, gave some to Jesus and pocketed 
the rest along with her Virginia Slims, the Absolut, and 
an unlabeled bottle of pills, which he popped on the long 
walk home. 

He was feeling pretty good when he got there. Like 
maybe he might even hook one of his chromatic har-
monicas to an amp and jam to some Davis or Toots. Or 
wail along to some calypso on his steel drums. Probably 
he would just turn on the blinking chili pepper lights that 
adorned his basement walls, the ones he’d dared Edna to 
steal from the outside façade of a Mexican restaurant, sit 
on his green paisley chair with the burn stain on it, which 
he’d lifted from a neighbor’s curb one morning on trash 
day, and blow on his kazoo. The more he thought about it, 
the more he felt like tonight was a kazoo night. 

He was on his way to the kitchen to find a mixer for 
the vodka when he saw one of his five housemates, Bertha, 
crying in the common room. Or was it Brenda? All he 
knew about her was that she lived on the fifth f loor, 
worked at the Y as some sort of swim teacher, and owned 
a dachshund puppy she liked to bathe in the evenings. In 

fact, the only communication he’d ever had with her con-
sisted of vague grunts of recognition when he went into the 
washroom for his evening shower just as she was coming 
out with the wet dog wriggling under her arm, she and the 
dog reeking of f loral soap. 

Still, he couldn’t just let her cry like that. He attempted 
to console her. Well, what is it to console, really? What he 
did was sit beside her on the lopsided futon, imagining her 
churning butter naked while she recalled what happened in 
a tremulous voice. 

“It was h-h-horrible,” she said. 
He should have guessed bad date from her outfit, which 

had a lot of rhinestone swirls in it, and her hair, which was 
bubble-f lipped. Both the bubble-f lip and the rhinestones 
clashed a little with her grief, making it somewhat absurd 
and amusing to behold. He dug the bubble-f lip, though.

“Horrible, huh?” 
Apparently, her date had taken her to a seafood buffet, 

then masturbated under the table while watching her eat a 
plateful of shrimp. It didn’t take her long to figure out he 
was masturbating because he’d begun to sweat and gasp 
and it looked like he was doing something furious under 
the table. 

“Freaks,” Bertha finished, grabbing a Kleenex from the 
cozied tissue box. “Sometimes I think that’s all there is out 
there—freaks. For me, at least.” 

“Well,” Archibald said, pulling a joint from his shirt 
pocket. “You know what they say, Bertha.” 

“Brita. What do they say?” 
“‘If that’s all there is, break out the booze and have a 

ball.’ It’s like that song. You know the one. By Peggy Lee?” 
She shook her head. 
“Sure you do.” He tried to sing a few bars but it was 

hard with all that cotton in his mouth. “Anyway, you get 
the idea. Like me? I used to play jazz guitar. But then 
because of this tendonitis in my arm, I had to start playing 
harmonicas. I hated them at first, but after a while, I got 
used to them. Then I sort of got into them. Now?” he said, 
smiling. “I’m a harmonica man all the way.” 

“So . . . what are you saying? That I’ll get used to freaks?” 
“Sure,” Archibald said. “Not that you don’t deserve 

better, Bertha,” he added with an eye to her expansive 
cleavage. “No question.” 
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AUTHOR’S PICK 
PROPOSAL (DIET COKE STORY) BY CAROLINE RABINOVITCH
INTRODUCTION BY MIRA JACOB

Years ago, when I had finished grad school and entered the panic free fall one does while 
holding nothing but an MFA, I started teaching at Gotham Writer’s Workshop. While 
most of this time is a blur of student loans and career nervousness, I remember the first 
time Caroline turned in an assignment to me—the thrill and joy and slight twinge of 
jealousy I felt reading her work.

Caroline’s stories are blazingly unique, bringing us into worlds we’ve never seen 
before and yet somehow recognize. In “Proposal (Diet Coke Story),” the quest for the 
perfect commercial becomes a religious experience, a place where ideology falls under the 
heady inf luence of a light soft drink. In clumsier hands, the weight of the satire could 
f latten the story, but Caroline never lets that happen. Instead she guns for all the things 
we love most in our fiction: vulnerability, desire, and the impossibility of having big 
dreams. 

—Mira Jacob
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PROPOSAL 
(DIET COKE STORY)

CAROLINE RABINOVITCH

Let me sell you something! I say, and slap my Diet 
Coke proposal on the CEO’s desk and unsheathe my DVD 
from its paper scabbard, alpha-male gestures I honed at my 
vanity in order to project confidence. I am already pre-
experiencing success. For example, the only way I laugh 
these days is all the way to the bank, even if I sometimes 
get lost and crack myself up on a bench nearby instead; 
regardless, do you understand how heartily and clangingly 
I laugh? And though I don’t drink Diet Coke myself—I 
prefer the regular stuff—and have no related experience, I 
feel a calling: a sound, like the moaning of a whale in the 
ocean deep, that tickles my limbic system. 

I will settle for nothing less than full-blown success and 
supreme domination. I specify full-blown and supreme be-
cause even a successful fifty-year-old CEO, when required 
to walk his wife’s miniature poodle, nevertheless fondles 
excrement through the negligible barrier of a thin plastic 
sack. Personally, I don’t want to be encased in anything, 
although I wouldn’t mind drinking a Coke right now. In a 
chalice, with three dagger-shaped ice cubes. In this busi-
ness, precision is everything.

« . »

In high school I took part in a gifted-and-
talented program, and in the architecture class I coined 
the phrase “form follows function, but people pay for 
form.” I spelled it out in dry macaroni on hot-pink oaktag 
sprinkled with glitter and was fêted by the professor and 

the poster was locked in a glass display case until rats ate 
the macaroni. Back then I used to ride around in a hot-air 
balloon constructed of pure talent, I’d burble along over 
the rooftops and laugh at the regular people with their 
pea-sized brains and their f loppy, useless hands and now 
I want nothing more than to convince them to drink Diet 
Coke and the best way to do that is to show them my 
commercials. Of course with me nothing is simple. I’m 
always two steps forward and then two steps back and then 
another step forward or backward or even to the side, half 
the time I’m so turned around I have no idea which way 
I’m facing, and my ad campaign is infused with the same 
complexity.

The commercials on this DVD are rough sketches, shot 
with a Flip Video I borrowed from an old boyfriend, but 
ideally they would be filmed somewhere exotic—in the 
Amazon, let’s say—with rehabbed 65mm Panavision cam-
eras specially mounted on Navy helicopters, or in IMAX 
3D, with a budget of at least forty million dollars. 

drink it, assholes.
But even the commercial I shoot in the Amazon won’t 

be as impressive as the commercials I invent while lying 
alone in bed at night, the camera fixed to my mind’s eye, 
my clumsy heartbeat the only soundtrack. I wish there 
were some way to capture them, to show you their intri-
cate narrative structures, their haunting calls to action, 
the universality of their appeal across all segments of the 
population, and the reverence for Diet Coke that infuses 
every frame.
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WE 
COULD’VE 

BEEN HAPPY 
HERE

KEITH LESMEISTER

I was back at Lyle’s, farm-sitting. Even after the 
last episode out there he had the courage to invite me back. 
Circumstances were such. Plus, we’d been friends long 
enough and he thought to give me another chance. Lyle 
was always hoping the best for me. 

How it came about: I’d been using for about a year, 
losing weight, eyes black from no sleep. My gums were 
just starting to recede, and the day before Lyle called I’d 
started my basement apartment on fire brewing a batch in 
a plastic root beer bottle. My best buddy lost most of his 
hair and burnt part of his face in the explosion, and I knew 
then it was time. I dropped him off at the emergency room 
and left town after he’d been secured. That was about the 
time Lyle needed someone to farm-sit. Over the phone I 
told him everything. He listened for a while, and then there 
was a long pause like he was really thinking about things. 
He’d always been considerate in that way. Then he told 

me, “Lesson number one in kicking bad habits: get out of 
town, away from other users. Still,” he said, “it won’t be 
easy.” Then he asked about my kids. 

“Haven’t seen them in a year,” I said. 
“Not good,” he said. 

« . »

First day on the farm, I puked twenty-five times, 
ran a fever, and drank Gatorade to keep hydrated. Lyle 
had stocked the fridge for me. I was partial to the purple 
kind. The second, third, and fourth days, I puked fifteen 
times each day and stayed on a steady diet of Gatorade, 
barely getting chores done: feeding cows, moving electrical 
fences, etc. Finally, on day five, gaunt and still slightly 
feverish, I came through. My appetite returned. Every 
time I had a craving I did pushups or sit-ups, or ran 
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wind-sprints around the rolling pasture. The world looked 
painted in neon. Imagine coming out of a hangover: giddy 
and clearheaded, the world a bit brighter. I was like that 
for a few days, but with no one to talk to. When that 
clearheaded vision of the world wore off, sad, serious, 
introspective sobriety took over. And I was still shaky.

About the time I was feeling like I could function, 
some guy came over looking for Lyle. He rumbled down 
the gravel driveway in his truck and rapped on the door. It 
was dark out. I stepped onto the porch. 

“Where’s Lyle?” he said. 
I reached for the guy, hugged him, wrapped my arms 

around his chest. He was thick. I hadn’t seen another hu-
man in days. This was Halloween weekend. 

“What’s this?” he said. “Do I know you?” He grabbed 
my arms and moved me away. 

“We’re strangers,” I said. “I’m just glad to see someone. 
I can only talk to animals for so long.” 

He backed up out of the porch light. “Don’t do that 
again,” he said. 

Then he introduced himself as Whitetail. He ran a 
hand down his white ponytail and then it fell back onto 
his denim jacket. I did the same thing, and he said, “Mine 
used to be coal-black, just like yours.” Then he said: 
“Where’s Lyle?” 

“Out of town,” I said. “I’m farm-sitting.” 
Whitetail stepped inside the door. “Listen, buddy,” he 

said. “You’ve got a herd loose on Balsam Road, five miles 
south of here. I’d help you out but I’m pulling third to-
night, driving to Omaha with a load of grain. New ethanol 
plant down there.” 

“I have no idea,” I said. 
“They’re basically like distilleries,” he said. “Making 

corn liquor, except they use it as fuel and—”
“—No, man,” I said. “I had no idea about a herd five 

miles south of here. I’m only keeping track of the animals 
around the barn and pastures near the house. I have no 
idea how to rally cattle.” 

Whitetail grabbed at his ponytail again, ran it through 
his thumb and forefinger. “Well,” he said. “They’re along 
the ditch and a small stretch of timber next to the road. 
Those ditches are pounded with herbicides, too.” He 
smirked. “So much for his organic cattle herd.” 

Whitetail told me to get dressed, told me he’d take 
me up to see Earnest, Lyle’s right-hand man. “He’s a little 
ornery,” Whitetail said. “But he’s the only one Lyle trusts 
with his cows.” And then he smirked again, like there was 
some joke he thought of but couldn’t tell me. 

Inside, I threw on layers of clothes and grabbed the 
buckeye that I’d found in the woods last time I was here. 
I’d been keeping it in my pocket, using it like a worry stone, 
rubbing my thumb over its smooth, rich brown surface. 
Then I scuttled through drawers and at the last second 
grabbed a Mini Maglite and stuffed it into my vest pocket. 
Later that night, when I was trying to keep track of the cows 
moving around me, I’d find out the batteries were dying. 

« . »

Earnest lived up the road, just off the blacktop. 
Whitetail drove, parked, and then walked me up to the 
door. Earnest invited us in. He was wearing a Carhartt 
hoodie and jeans. His cheeks were red and splotchy. 

Whitetail introduced me, and then told him the story 
about the cows. After that, Earnest walked to the couch 
and sat down. There were several people in his house—
another man and a woman, and four kids—and they all 
stayed seated, watching us. Whitetail patted me on the 
back. “Gotta roll,” he said.

I offered my hand. “Appreciate it,” I said. He shook my 
hand and I didn’t want to let go. His hands were rough 
leather. I needed him to stay. These people—I felt like they 
had something against me. They sat and gawked like I was 
some kind of carnival attraction. 

Whitetail pulled his hand away and leaned in close. “Don’t  
be a pussy,” he said, whispering. Then, even quieter: “These 
fuckers are a little strange, but you should be fine. Earnest’s 
got more cattle experience than anyone in the county.” 

“Great,” I said. “Wonderful.” 
 “All right,” Whitetail said. Then he slipped out the door. 
The people inside were all crammed into a living room 

with country-green walls. Hand-carved ducks and cows 
were situated in the corners of the room. Balloons were 
tied to the kitchen chairs, and a cake sat on the table. 

I heard Whitetail’s truck fire up and pull out of the 
driveway. I watched his taillights. I stood on the welcome 

SlICE 
ISSUE 17
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mat, just inside the door. No one invited me in. They all 
sat there, with a mutt lying on the f loor, its tail slapping 
the carpet. The woman brushed cake crumbs off a toddler. 

Then, for whatever reason, they started forking into 
their cake and sipping out of coffee mugs sporting phrases 
like “Best Dad Ever.” No one talked, not even the kids, and 
I just stood there in the foyer among the mess of work boots 
and kids’ shoes, waiting. I looked at a clock on the kitchen 
wall: quarter to nine. A f luorescent light f lickered. A Black 

& Decker coffee pot sat on the counter, and it occurred 
to me that the house smelled of hazelnut coffee. Finally, 
the oldest kid, wearing a party hat, looked at me and said: 
“Would you like a piece of cake?” Her hair was cut into a 
sloppy bob, the kind my mom used to cut for my sisters. 

I glanced at the adults. Earnest was forking into his 
last bite of chocolate swirl cake. “Nah,” I said. “I think I’m 
okay, but thanks.”

“It’s my birthday,” she said. “I’m nine.”

PAINTING BY ANDREA KOWCH
WATCHFUL EYE, 16 X 20 IN., ACRYLIC ON CANVAS, 2010 
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“That’s great,” I said. “Happy birthday.” 
“Why’s your hair long?” she said. Her voice was strong 

and mature. Matter-of-fact. 
“Just letting it grow,” I said.
“Are you an Indian?” she said. All the adults in the 

living room, they all stopped mid-sip, mid-bite, and waited 
for an answer. By now, the other kids were balling up 
wrapping paper and throwing it in the air. 

“Nope,” I said. “Not an Indian, but I get that question 
all the time.” I gave the girl a close-mouthed smile know-
ing everyone else was listening and watching. 

Then Earnest said: “You sure you’re not Native or 
something?” The dog stood, stretched, and walked over to 
me. The tail was really working. I stuck out my hand and 
the dog licked it. 

“Rowdy,” Earnest said. “Leave him alone.” 
“I love dogs,” I said. 
“Rowdy,” he said again.
“No, really, it’s fine,” I said.
“Rowdy, get your ass back here.” 
The dog trotted back and cowered next to the coffee table. 
“So?” Earnest said. “Native?” I pulled off my stocking 

cap to confuse them a little more. I had my hair pulled 
back into a ponytail, as the girl had already observed. A 
couple years ago, after I wasted my girlfriend’s paycheck 
on lottery pull tabs at a 24-hour gas station at two in the 
morning, and got picked up for drunk driving that same 
night, she took a bat to my motorcycle and my car, and 
then she left. After that, for whatever reason, I started 
growing my hair out. I haven’t seen her since. A week after 
the episode she left me a voicemail that said she was an all-
state softball player back in the day and that knocking out 
my windows was better than any sex we’d ever had. I kept 
the message, and I listen to it every now and then. It was 
sad at first, but now I listen to it if I need a good laugh. If I 
have buddies over for poker, they beg me to play it. 

“Nah, man,” I said. “Not Native.”
“You sure?” the other guy said. “Because I would’ve bet 

my meager life savings that you were Lakota. I had you as 
Lakota the second you walked into this house.”

“Nope,” I said, shaking my head.
“Well, what then?” the other guy said. 
“Native to Iowa,” I said. 

The other guy slapped the table. “Well I’ll-be-
goddamned.” He shook his head. He laughed. He was the 
only one laughing. 

On the f loor in front of me, three toddlers with cake-
covered chins had gathered around. The birthday girl was 
also standing in front of me, studying my face. We made 
eye contact. Something about her was sad and beautiful, 
not unlike my own daughter, and I could see now, in her 
socially malnourished eyes, that her heart had already been 
broken a few times, and if I could look into the future, I 
could tell you that it would happen a few times more. But 
she didn’t need to know that. I kept it to myself. I thought 
I might be able to raise her—all these kids—along with my 
own. I kept that to myself too. 

« . »

Earnest told me to meet him outside, next to his 
Oldsmobile. Anya, his daughter, the birthday girl, begged 
to come with. 

“I don’t give a shit,” Earnest said. Then he shot a glance 
at Anya’s mom.

“Whatever,” the mom said. “I suppose it’s her birthday.”
Anya said “Yes” to no one particular, then grabbed her 

coat and some glittery toy. 
Before we got into the vehicle, I thanked Earnest for tak-

ing time to help but he made no motion that he heard me. 
As we pulled onto the gravel road, I said it again: 

“Thanks for coming. You really didn’t have to do this.” 
“Cows have one stomach,” he said. “Not four, like most 

people think.” But he wasn’t looking at me, he was looking 
out the window of the Olds. Then he added, “Their diges-
tive compartments are made for grass, not grain, but it’s 
tough to fatten them up on grass.”

He kept on like that for a while. When I’d ask a ques-
tion he’d throw out a random fact about cows, or he’d say 
whatever was on his mind. 

He f lipped through AM stations. Gravel pelted the un-
derside. The headlights did nothing to help us. We drove 
for a few miles before the land started to drop—we were 
driving into some valley. The windows were down and the 
air grew cold and we could see our breath. “Gonna be a 
heavy frost tonight,” he said.
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We looked all over for the wind because we were 
children and we were in love with it. Sometimes it even loved 
us back. We could feel it when it blew on our faces under a 
tree with branches too high to climb. The branches waved 
down at us, letting us know what the wind loved better.

A short list of other things the wind might have loved 
better: birds, newspaper, linen drapes, a dead locust.

Still, we loved the wind. It told us about our bodies.  
No one else was doing that for us. 

On days the wind didn’t come, we chased after ways to 
find it, but all we found were imposters: running fast, arm-
flapping, standing in front of the grocery store doors when 
they opened. But they were all something else, not what we 
were after. We hung our heads out of cars, dog-lolling our 
tongues. Nothing we tried was the same as when the wind 
came to us. Then one of us jumped from a great height and 
our parents forbade us from loving the wind. We wondered 
how it felt for her, if it was real, what she’d found by doing 
that. But we couldn’t ask. Our parents were keeping us 
indoors. They clutched at us and gave us ice cream. This 
went on too long, hugs and hugs and bursting bellies, while 
they fearfully watched us watch the windows.

What else: we ran away. We went west because we took 
a vote. West beat east, twelve to nine, on having the better 
wind. Out there were these great open fields where we 
spread ourselves out. One of us would call when she felt the 
wind, and we would hurryhurry over there, or we would 
take our chances with staying still if we were feeling lucky. 
Fights broke out over which way was better. A boy got a 

black eye over it, someone twisted an ankle running. We 
don’t remember who. We remember the wind pushing the 
hair into our eyes and noses to make us laugh and squeal. 

Storm wind! When we could find it, it was the best. 
The lightning licked too close, though, and cut up the sky. 
Canyon wind was punch-punch-punch, valley wind was 
nicer. Other-side-of-the-mountain wind was something, 
but then you got used to it and had to find another moun-
tain. So much walking for children. Some of us cried and 
went home. One girl disappeared in the night, leaving her 
little owl knapsack. She loved that knapsack as much as a 
person can love an object that doesn’t move, that’s visible. 
We think something awful must have happened. 

We reminded ourselves over and over that we were 
orphans now, for good or for ill, for the want of wind. We 
pictured our mothers being happy for us but missing us like 
crazy. We were so far from our real mothers that they were 
less important to us than the mothers in our minds, which 
could be a comfort under the stars where we slept. Once, the 
youngest of us was crying into his folded arms about it, and 
an older girl put her hand on his shoulder and said factual 
ain’t actual. Meaning we could be anything. And so we were.

When we met other people they thought we were 
spooky, a dozen plus children with no adult in sight. They 
weren’t used to it. Why aren’t you in a classroom? There should 
be an adult, a school bus, something. They looked all over for 
something that would make us real. We asked if they knew 
where the wind was that day, if they felt it, if they felt 
where it was going.
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The warm-faced government people came for us, but 
we were faster. We could scatter. We were uncatchable 
wind children. Except some of us were caught, obviously, 
and shipped home to ice cream and actual mothers and 
long division problems.

After that we lost the wind for a time. None of us knew 
why—if it was dumb luck, or maybe a phenomenon of the 
changing world, or if the wind had only loved the ones of 
us who were now gone. Some of us thought we had wanted 
it too badly. Whether the fault was within us or elsewhere, 
imagining that someone could be to blame was a kind of 
comfort that we held like knives.

The air stood still as we ranged further and further 
west. The east voters grumbled, the west voters kept their 
eyes on the horizon and not on us so that we wouldn’t see 
they were afraid. One of them took a fist-sized rock to the 
head and had to get stitches.  No one knew where it came 
from, or no one was willing to say.

The youngest climbed a hill, closed his eyes, and spread 
his arms wide for nothing. He refused to climb back down 
to us. We tugged his limbs, pled. He kept his eyes shut 
tight and stayed put. In the end we walked on without him. 

A ragged nervousness kept us quiet as we walked into a 
town of old hotels and banged-up parking lots. The paint 
was peeling from everything. Loose asphalt crunched 
beneath us. Fast food trash was pushed up against a fence, 
though how long ago it was pushed there, and if it was the 
wind that did it, we didn’t know. Everywhere we looked, 
sad-faced windows stared out at us.

We found an old pay phone and crowded around it to 
make phone calls. We called pilots, meteorologists, psy-
chics, and storm chasers. Some of them knew some things, 
but never enough. Where were the rustlings and the torna-
does? The breezes and the gusts and the whistlings and the 
buffetings and the what blows? We wanted all of it. All. 
We banged the pay phone’s aluminum wall with our fists 
like hearts in tantrum and demanded answers, offering 
ourselves as ransom for something that made sense and 
was whole unto itself. We were growing up out there. We 
shouted it in threat. Didn’t they know we were lost? Didn’t 
they know this was all starting to feel a little meaningless?

That’s when I lost heart, if I’m being honest, while the 
others dug through a half-rotted phone book looking for 

someone else to call. I felt myself again. I mean I put my 
hands to my face and felt what the wind felt. I could see 
why it might have loved me. I was warm from the sun, and 
grimy, and I was twelve years old out there at a pay phone 
in an abandoned motel parking lot in Tucumcari, New 
Mexico, and when we left, I stayed. I closed my eyes and 
spread my arms like the boy did, not for the wind to find 
me, but so I could feel the edges of myself. It felt like there 
weren’t any, so I tried some more to feel for them, to be 
sure. I kept feeling for them. 

And then I was nineteen in that parking lot.
And then I was twenty-seven in that parking lot.
And then thirty-two.
And I was there placeless and realizing I was only 

something when I was on a page inside of a sentence, 
which is a kind of prison, too, I’ll admit. But look: a sen-
tence has wind. It moves and is gone again, and it’s wind, 
and so are you as you pass over this word and this one and 
this one. And that’s something actual.

The others kept on, the others found what they wanted, 
or they didn’t, in the tornado, which is where we were 
always headed. They were knocked together and scattered 
and finally got to be the leaves they thought were loved best, 
while I stayed behind. I try not to think about how it must 
have felt like a betrayal to some, what the wind did to them 
at the end. I also try not to think about how I should have 
been there, how if I’d been stronger it might’ve been enough 
to save them. But I’m still here in Tucumcari. In the word 
itself. As in what’s to come, what we carry. That’s me. ZV

Canyon wind was punch-punch-
punch, valley wind was nicer. 
Other-side-of-the-mountain wind 
was something, but then you got 
used to it and had to find another 
mountain.
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It’s the little things—a day job with health insurance, a fortuitous website discovery, and 
a homeschooling assignment turned lifelong habit—that have undergirded Emily St. 
John Mandel’s rise from an aspiring ballerina with no high school or college degree to the 
Clarke Award–winning author of the genre-busting Station Eleven. Little things, knitted 
together by a slow-burning ambition that was apparent even during our meandering 
conversation over morning coffee. 

Mandel’s career formula is not so dissimilar from the way that Station Eleven 
combines an accumulation of observations about a world twenty years in the wake of a 
population-decimating epidemic with a compelling message about the nature of trauma, 
memory, and civilization. In our interview, Mandel discusses how she landed at Station 
Eleven and how the novel’s rich cast of characters followed her there. 

SEAN JONES

EMILY ST. JOHN 
MANDEL

AN INTERVIEW WITH 
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Do you still have a day job?

EM I do. I am still a part-time administrative 
assistant at a research lab at a university in 

New York. I’ve written three novels while working at that 
job. It’s very part-time with cheap health insurance, which 
obviously is the holy grail for writers as day jobs go. It is 
an interesting environment too. I like scientists; they’re 
interesting people. [The job is] a little bit untenable at this 
point, but I think if I hold on for a few more months it will 
be doable again next year. 

You studied contemporary dance in college. How did 
that turn into a desire to be a writer?

EM I was twenty-two, living in Montreal. I’d 
written my entire life. I was home-schooled 

when I was a kid, and one of the requirements of the cur-
riculum was that I had to write something every day. So 
I was in the habit of writing, just for myself, from a very 
early age. And though I didn’t think of myself as a writer, I 
would have to carry a notebook or I’d start taking notes on 
Starbucks napkins. There was a certain compulsion to it. 

So I’d always written, but I’d never taken it seriously 
because I was absolutely focused on becoming a dancer. 
But there was a period in my early twenties when I was 
living unhappily in Montreal, and I was burnt out on 
dance. Dance was all I had wanted to do since I was six 
years old, and here I was, twenty-two, unable to find any 
dance classes or auditions that I wanted to go to. It was 
around that time that writing began to come to the fore-
front in my life as something that might replace dance. 

It was also the sort of personally unhappy moment 
when I felt that having a “Grand Project” would be good; 
it would keep me happy, or keep me occupied at the very 
least. So I began writing notes toward the novel that even-
tually became Last Night in Montreal. 

I wasn’t taking it as seriously as I could have in terms 
of the discipline of sitting down and doing it every day, 
so it took a long time to finish. I took probably about four 
years to finish that book. Then I found an agent, and then 
I took two years to sell it. 

So when you finished the first novel, did you immedi-
ately begin seeking an agent for it, or did you need to be 
prodded by friends to shop it around?

EM I was like, “Let’s find an agent.” I just wanted 
to publish it so badly. The thing is, I have no 

high school diploma. It’s a long, boring story. I have no 
college degree either. The dance program I went to was a 
non-degree granting institution. It was the best in Canada, 
but no degree at the end. So I was acutely aware of having 
no credentials—insecure—and I thought, “Well, a novel. 
That’s a real thing.” It was important to me from that 
standpoint. 

AN INTERvIEw wITh EmIlY ST. jOhN mANdEl
SEAN JONES
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Book publishing can seem mysterious, especially for first-time authors and those who 
wish to become them. Talking to others who have been there can illuminate the story 
behind the book deal. I asked debut author Leslie Parry, agent Claudia Ballard, and editor 
Megan Lynch to elucidate some of the secrets of Parry’s new book, Church of Marvels. 

Set in Coney Island during the 1890s, Church of Marvels takes the reader for a ride 
on a carousel of sounds, colors, and smells. Through her dizzying imagery, Parry’s lilting 
prose conveys all that’s dazzling, all that’s putrid, and ultimately all that’s human. The 
intertwining storylines of her complex cast of narrators demonstrate the ways that life 
is a labyrinth—confounding and simultaneously unifying. Parry doesn’t shy away from 
brutality, sometimes using violence reminiscent of a Grimm’s fairy tale in ways that make 
the story all the more real. As the central two sisters strive to reunite against remarkable 
obstacles, we are treated to some f lavorful storytelling.

In this interview Leslie Parry, Claudia Ballard, and Megan Lynch share the tale of 
how one short story in Virginia Quarterly Review began the journey that brought forth 
Parry’s exciting debut, Church of Marvels.

JULIENNE GREY

BEHIND THE 
BOOK DEAL
INTERVIEWS WITH 

LESLIE PARRY, CLAUDIA BALLARD  
& MEGAN LYNCH
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AUTHOR, CHURCH OF MARVELS 

LESLIE PARRY
Your prologue gripped me from the first sentence. Did 
you always know that Belle’s voice would frame your 
novel? Was that structure clear from the start?

LP Actually, yes. Once I knew this was going to be 
a novel, I wanted it to have a narrator—someone 

who would bring the right sense of urgency and intimacy 
to the story, someone with a strong desire to reveal and 
tantalize and confess. That person, of course, could only 
be Belle. I suppose, at the start of any project, I always ask 
myself, Who’s telling this story, and why? What compels them? 
Belle’s intense need to speak—and her showmanship, her 
theatrical sense of “the tiger in the grass”—really kicked off 
the novel in my mind, and inspired the unusual structure.

That sense of “the tiger in the grass”—in the text you de-
fine it as “the wonder that hides in plain sight.” You weave 
this theme throughout the book; even before the prologue, 
you quote William Blake’s “The Tyger.” How does Blake’s 
work fit your theme? Was his poem an inspiration to you?

LP I like to think of Blake as a spiritual godfather 
to this book. He was an outsider, a mystic—

someone not truly understood or appreciated during his 
lifetime. But that didn’t stop him from living the way that 
he chose or expressing what he believed in. And that sense 
of individualism resonates, I think, throughout the book. 
“The Tyger” in particular reveals the nature of duality— 
divine beauty and fearsome savagery—and that’s very 
much the world the characters live in.

What was your writing process like? Were there any 
foods, habits, or books that particularly sustained you?

LP I always wrote in the morning, pretty much as 
soon as I woke up. I’d chip away quietly until 

lunch, trying to get down as many words or pages as I could 
muster—after which I would read everything over, then 

leave for one of my jobs, sometimes jotting down notes on 
the bus. When I got stuck, I took long walks and listened to 
music. Often I’d go to the Art Institute and wander the gal-
leries. I always find museums are the best places to think.

Museums are fantastic places for thinking and writing. 
Some people might even see them as their own churches 
of marvels. Perhaps this is an odd segue, but it brings me 
to ask: Did you start with the name Church of Marvels, or 
did the title come later? What does the title mean to you?

LP The title came last, actually. My agent suggested  
it. Initially it was just a phrase tucked away 

in a single chapter, an offhand mention of the family’s 
destroyed theater, a legacy and livelihood, gone. But just 
before I began revisions, Claudia pointed it out and said, “I 
think this could be what you’re looking for.”

You resurrect the 1890s in New York City so powerfully. In 
your interview with the Los Angeles Review of Books, you 
cite a desire to imagine the possibilities of your own fam-
ily’s history at the time. What kind of research did you do?

LP Initially I listened to my great-grandmother’s 
autobiographical recordings, just for fun. She 

spoke a lot about growing up in that era, doing theater 
in New York, visiting her fiancé’s very humble home in 
Greenwich Village. Some of the reading I did later—about 
the opium trade, or river transportation, or the history of 
boxing and sportsmanship—was really just a product of 
my personal curiosities, and ended up becoming part of the 
book. During revisions I went back and researched more 
particular details. But overall it was kind of a backwards 
process, really; the story grew out of the act of reading, 
rather than reading specifically for the story.

That’s so cool that you have recordings of your great-
grandmother describing her life in New York City. As 
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The  sages  disagreed in  columns  and  footnotes  through  centuries. They 
argued the intimate precision and obligations of verses. They bartered their 
knowledge in dust and wrote a new narrative. This, too, was love.

We’ve drawn seven thousand 741 days in and out of each other. All these 
years of blooming in sheets in the pomegranate light of late afternoon.

Our skin gathers its f lashes—
   mine is sesame paste, his more or less dandelion.

I almost smile as his fingers drape nipples, trace spirals. With sweat, I 
write corollaries and unknown vocabulary, right to left, on the warm skin 
of his thigh, rub my thumb under his ear.

He pulls on my hips, then whispers
   nothing and louder

four times in my ear. We savor our own saturation. His words again turn to 
the  secret  recipe  of  bones.  Outside  the  leaves  are  crisp.  Such  plainsong 
elocution.

         More and more often, we talk in  
measures and sighs, rise to multiple chords —

Married
LAUREN CAMP
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Coltrane and Strayhorn, or the haunting oud and its brothers, magnificent 
metrical segments. He lists my fate with his tongue.

We have again  been root   and nerve with aromas  of laughter.  I sing the 
religion of days in our bed with our fan. We dwell in minutes of motionless 
light at the window. The sun leans forward, desperate. Will you …?

Once he said my dark eyes hold pause and apology.

No~ I repeated and looked down. What did I know of the future or past? 
Whatever we speak resembles f lowers. Do you believe in God? No~

or Yes, I’ve studied it.

More than 600 million seconds: our permanent abode. He looks at me and 
does not look at me.

The gray unzipped  light marks the room. I read for hours his breath. He 
won’t remember but he sewed meticulous kisses to my shoulders, unable to 
scatter any other reason or history.




