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F I C T I O N

THE 
QUICKENING

O’RYA HYDE-KELLER

The moment before the shearwaters enter the sea, 
they fold their wings back in an origami dislocation of 
muscle and sinew that transforms them from flier to 
sleek diver. They dive at speeds up to sixty miles an hour, 
so without this last-minute wing trick, it would be like 
a head-on collision with a brick wall. When Sabine is 
filming underneath the surface, they look graceful, almost 
choreographed as they enter the water, like gymnasts or 
synchronized swimmers, something you should put to 
music. But when she surfaces, the scene is violent, each bird 
a missile, the water frothing with birds, blood, and desperate 
baitfish, sometimes dolphins, tuna, and sharks, too.

She has been hired aboard a research expedition to 
take film and video of the birds and is the only nonscientist 
on the ship. A biologist acquaintance, an old friend of 
her mother’s, recommended her for the job. She said yes 
immediately when she found out that it meant three months 
at sea, desperate as she was to leave solid ground behind.

Though Sabine has been diving since she was a 
girl, her understanding of the world underwater is very 
different from that of these scientists, all men. They talk 
in trajectories and populations and temperatures. What 
she does understand about the birds, or at least admire, is 
the shearwaters’ grace in the transformation of their lithe 
bodies from f liers to swimmers. She envies them their 
ability to be two things at once.

« . »

A baby born at twenty-six weeks with a hole in 
its spinal cord will almost certainly die within hours. 
You can keep her alive, maybe, using tubes and wires and 
warmers. She may suffer for weeks. But the ending will 
still be the same.

This is how Sabine saw it. Her mother, the celebrated 
and consummate scientist, had taught her well the difference 
between life and life, once drowning a kitten in front of her 
because it had been born with its stomach on the outside of 
its body—but meanwhile with her large, steady hands urging 
the frailest runts in the barn to suck from a cloth dipped 
in milk. It was possible, within reason even, to make them 
grow, but impossible to put a tiny gut back inside a body.

When, at twenty-three weeks pregnant, she woke 
Daniel up, her blood soaking the sheets, the first thing he 
said was, “It will be okay. They’ll save her,” even though 
she knew instinctively that this was an impossibility, that 
the surviving would be unthinkable.

From the moment they had met a year earlier, she’d felt 
like someone else was driving the vessel of their sudden 
life together, that they were two bemused passengers along 
for the ride. She liked that nothing she said or suggested 
seemed to alarm him—not even the pregnancy, obviously 
an accident, nor her decision to keep the baby. The night 



11

she had told him, he’d come home with her and never 
really left, his clothes slowly taking over half of her closet, 
his wide laugh startling her when she forgot she was no 
longer alone. His body was long and warm, and though it 
was unintended, they had made someone together. There 
was a kind of harmony between them, the feeling that 
there was somewhere they were headed together, but she 
never felt like he was hers or that she was his.

But during the melee of her hospital admittance, 
his unhurried charm was abruptly transformed. He was 
suddenly adamant and certain with his proclamations: 
“Do whatever you need to do, Doc.” “We’ll love this 
baby no matter what. We’re ready for anything.” But they 
weren’t. Not really. In the emergency room, as ambulances 
screamed and women moaned and babies shrieked, she 
looked at Daniel and remembered how little she knew him.

In her hospital bed, legs elevated, gloved hands 
reaching inside of her, she was silent and did not protest. 
When she saw the ultrasound, saw the pinprick gap in her 
daughter’s vertebrae, she knew what she had to do. Daniel 
sat beside her, manic, eyes gleaming, clutching her hand 
and hardly noticing that she had said next to nothing since 
this had begun. After several hours, she sent him away. 
She said she needed clothes and a brush and that he should 
rest, relying on her knowledge that Daniel was a man who 
longed to be helpful. After he left, she told the doctor 
to end the medicine that was stopping the baby from 
coming. She knew that once she got to twenty-six weeks, 
the hospital would have to try to keep the baby alive. She 
would hasten what her body had already decided to do.

« . »

During the first two weeks of the expedition, she 
spends expanses of time throwing up—in buckets, in 
toilets, over the side of the ship. She overhears murmuring 
and concerns from the scientists that she will be unable to 
perform her job, some slight disdain that she can’t handle the 
ocean, that she doesn’t have sea legs. They don’t know that 
she has spent months at sea, that her stomach is normally a 
steel trap. But her period is late, and she remembers the gut 
agony from the first time she was pregnant, the embarrassing 
revolt of her normally strong, never-sick body.

Thankfully, the ship has a large supply of saltines, so 
she exists on these and Gatorade until she passes into what 
she believes must be her second trimester. She tells no one, 
of course. She was a mother once but can’t imagine ever 
being one again.

The first morning her stomach is finally settled, she 
wakes up early and climbs the stairs to the deck, her boots 
clanging against the metal treads like bells tolling the hour. 
Her body is hers again—at least for now. She leans over the 
ship’s railing and watches the familiar sea do what it always 
does, stretch toward infinity until it startles into land.

She hears steps behind her and turns. It’s Eric, the 
scientist in charge of the dive team.

He’s probably in his midsixties, around the same age her 
mother would have been now, much older than the others 
on the research ship. When he emerges from his dives, 
rivulets of water roll off the end of his thick gray mustache.

“Are you feeling better?” he asks.
She nods. “I guess I finally got those sea legs.” 
“I knew your mother, you know,” he says.
She waits for more. Usually when people say this to her, 

they speak immediately of her mother’s beauty, then of her 
amazing mind. She wonders if Eric is one of the men who 
would sneak out of her mother’s room in the morning, not 
because they wanted to, she realized later, but because her 
mother told them to. But Eric says nothing about that. Instead, 
he says, “Seeing as you’re her daughter, I imagine you practically 
grew up on a boat, that you know the risks of diving.”

He doesn’t say it unkindly. Whatever his relationship 
with her mother, it has made him concerned.

“Practically,” she agrees and pretends she doesn’t 
understand the warning he is really giving. No one really 
knows how dangerous it is to dive while pregnant—
whether or not the bends, the tiny gas bubbles that can 
cause paralysis and death in a diver who surfaces too 
quickly, can injure a fetus. It’s not a risk that can be studied 
ethically. And yet, Sabine’s mother had told her how she 
dove while pregnant with Sabine, until her bulk made it 
impossible to do her work. “If I could have had it my way, 
I would have given birth to you in the sea,” she once told 
Sabine. It was something Sabine remembered well. Her 
mother was rarely so wistful or reckless.

And look at Sabine now. She’s fine, just fine.



EMERGING VOICES 
GRIEF IS A THING THAT WADES 
BY DANIELLA TOOSIE-WATSON
INTRODUCTION BY A. VAN JORDAN

The poems of Daniella Toosie-Watson never compromise emotion for craft. Too often, I 
find myself teaching a workshop in which the poets fear writing emotionally resonant poems, 
worrying about sentimentality. This approach might result in a closed jewel-box of a poem 
that we can admire, but once we open it, the precious stones and baubles are missing. Not the 
case with Daniella Toosie-Watson’s poems, which pay close attention to the details, populating 
the scenes with figures who take action and with images that resonate with the action of the 
figures. In “Grief Is a Thing That Wades,” we can see the neighborhood, the associative water 
imagery that, yes, f lows throughout the poem, working as an extended metaphor for both the 
fluidity of life and the impalpable ways in which we try to hold on to it. 

What’s important here is that we see that community builds from actions and from 
proximity. The “shared driveway” and the moment when the “adults cluster together” speak 
to the close-knit community in which Toosie-Watson sets this poem. We get it through the 
blocking of the scene; she doesn’t have to tell us. By the time we get to the end of the poem, 
revealing the loss, we also understand that the action of looking for the father and the need to 
hold him in her “damned hands” continues beyond the page.

Striking to me, too, is the focus on familial and communal relationships. We rarely 
see poems like this in today’s context, when so many of us are fixated on—and, in many 
ways, distracted by—the national political landscape, forgetting that there’s a great deal 
of life happening within families and communities in closeups all over the country. Those 
relationships are informed by national politics, but we lose focus on the importance of the 
relationships on a more personal level—we do, that is, until we’re in personal crisis. How 
fortunate we are to have Toosie-Watson’s poems to give us permission to turn our gazes to 
the interpersonal aspects of our lives. I’m grateful for Daniella Toosie-Watson’s poems, which 
remind me of all the life that’s happening beyond the headlines of the day.

—A. Van Jordan
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The pavement rivers from North Columbus Avenue,
splits off into the Davis’s and my grandmother’s 
shared driveway, streams down-

hill, opens at the mouth, and empties
into the Davis’s backyard. My grandmother’s backyard:
all loose rock and dirt. I swim 

through our neighbors to look for my Dad. 
On days like today, music f lows back up 
into the street like a gushing fire

hydrant; the pavement ripples from basketballs pulsing 
like atoms in boiling water;
the girls my age turn ropes, chanting,

feet splashing up from the f loor; the adults cluster together
in plastic white chairs, gather around the grill,
laughter eddying through the rocks in their throats.

But I want to hang out with my Dad. Go to the schoolyard 
where a tree in the back rules over our kingdom,
where my Dad and I hunt for cicada shells

and make huts for them that are always destroyed by
the next day but we rebuild them each time anyway.
I look up and see my Dad laughing with my grandma on the porch

where a soccer ball, tied to a rope, hangs
next to them, the one that no matter how hard
we’ve punched it, has never let loose—a merciless 

pendulum. The fish is ready. My paddling feet kick up dust,
fragmenting the sunlight, what I now imagine my Dad’s
ashes would look like, f loating softly towards the water

where he wanted them released that next summer, 
if only I could get my damned hands
to pick him up from the shelf and let him go.

Grief Is a Thing 
That Wades 

Mount Vernon, New York, Summer of 2002

DANIELLA TOOSIE-WATSON
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AN INTERVIEW WITH 

PAUL FLOREZ-TAYLOR

I first read Sigrid Nunez’s The Friend in the spring of 
2018 when my Pomeranian, Apollo, was undergoing 
surgery. I had just finished Rose McGowan’s memoir, 
Brave, which dealt headfirst with the catastrophic effects 
of sexism in Hollywood, the vitriolic games played by 
men in positions of power, and the women who lose 
themselves in the glitz and glamour of Tinseltown. 

Admittedly, that morning at the vet’s office, as I 
waited alone for Apollo to come out of surgery, I wanted 
a lighter read. As I began reading The Friend, Nunez’s 
ethereal yet powerful writing immediately cocooned me. 
The narrator, an unnamed woman, finds herself grieving 
after the suicide of her male friend. She reluctantly 
inherits the friend’s dog, a Scooby Doo–sized Great Dane 
(serendipitously also named Apollo), and must find a way 
to make life work with her new canine companion in her 
tiny Manhattan apartment. 

At first, I was turning the pages out of some sort of 
morbid curiosity. Why did her friend commit suicide? If 
I died, would one of my friends rise to the occasion and 
inherit my Apollo? However, as the story unfolded I found 
myself feeling the same injustice on behalf of the narrator 
as I did when I read McGowan’s memoir. 

On the surface, The Friend is a meditation on the 
grief that follows a suicide. But at a deeper level, it’s the 

story of a woman who falls victim to toxic masculinity. 
Her male friend was a womanizer with egregious 
feelings about getting older. He was a teacher who had 
inappropriate relationships with his students and claimed 
that the classroom was the most erotic place in the world. 
Our narrator isn’t just grieving. She’s in isolation, sailing 
through complicated feelings for a man amid the stormy 
waters of the #MeToo movement. 

Nunez has penned seven novels and one memoir. 
She has contributed to the New York Times, the Wall Street 
Journal, the Paris Review, and newyorker.com, among other 
publications. The Friend won the 2018 National Book 
Award for fiction. My favorite quote of hers came from 
her National Book Award acceptance speech: “I became 
a writer not because I was seeking community, but rather 
because I thought it was something I could do alone and 
hidden in the privacy of my own room. How lucky to 
have discovered that writing books made the miraculous 
possible: to be removed from the world and to be a part of 
the world at the same time.”

I sat down with Nunez to discuss how writers birth 
characters, the idea that sparked The Friend, and which 
voices we should be reading in order to understand the 
#MeToo movement. 

SIGRID 
NUNEZ
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Before we kick off the interview, I want to congratulate 
you for winning the National Book Award! That must 
have been an incredible moment.

SN The nomination came as a complete surprise 
to me, and winning the prize was an even 

bigger surprise. I was extremely happy and grateful for 
the honor.

When did the idea for The Friend first come to you?

SN The idea came to me a few years ago when I 
needed to write something that I could use 

for a couple of public readings I was scheduled to do. I 
wanted new material for those readings, so I sat down and 
wrote what eventually became the first pages of the novel. 
I had a couple of things on my mind, suicide and suicide 
loss among them, because I was aware that several people 
I knew had started thinking that they might one day take 
their own lives. By the time the book was published, one of 
them had already done so.

I’m sorry to hear that. I’m curious about your decision to 
leave the narrator of the novel unnamed. Do you think 
that isolates the reader, or does it allow them to project 
themselves onto the voice?

SN It wasn’t a firm decision. I just started to write 
in the first person, and there never came a 

point when I thought she needed to have a name. This 
isn’t my first book with a nameless narrator, either. I can’t 
really say what the effect on the reader is, because there 
isn’t just one kind of reader, and of course different readers 
will respond in different ways. The other human characters 
in the book also go unnamed, but with them I did try out 
various names while I was writing. However, I found that 
all this did was hinder my progress; the names never felt 
right, so I took them out.

Speaking of names, I myself have a dog named Apollo. 
The way you render life with a pet in a small Manhattan 
apartment is all too real. How did you craft this slice of 
life, and how important was it to the book?

SN As I mention in the book, Apollo turns out 
to be a fairly common name for a pet. I have a 

friend who had a cat named Apollo. I wanted everything in 
the book to feel real and vivid to the reader, so I took care 
to describe the narrator’s life, her surroundings, what she 
thought about, the work she did, her teaching and writing, 
and, of course, her growing friendship with Apollo, as 
precisely as I could.

What was it like to construct a more realistic setting in 
The Friend, versus in your previous book, Salvation City, 
which felt very apocalyptic?

SN Salvation City isn’t a post-apocalyptic novel. 
There has been a f lu pandemic, the worst one 

ever, and it has killed millions of people worldwide, just as 
the Great Flu of 1918 did. This changes life drastically in 
countless ways—for example, creating millions of orphans, 
including my main character—but it doesn’t bring about 
the end of the world any more than did the 1918 flu. It’s a 
what-if novel rather than a story about a dystopian future. 
So I don’t see an enormous difference between the worlds of 
these novels, different though the novels themselves may be.

In the vast literary multiverse of possibilities, how do 
you think Sadie (the dog from Salvation City) and Apollo 
would interact if they met?

SN In my imagination—the only place the 
two could meet—they become friends for life. 

And what a pair they’d make: the stubby-legged, waddling 
basset hound and the tall, elegant Great Dane.

Teaching has radically changed since I was a student 
in my MFA program back in 2015. Now, one statement 
from an instructor can be viewed as insensitive and be 
grounds for termination. How do you think this has 
affected the classroom for both students and professors?

SN Understandably, confusion, anxiety, and mis-
trust are way up. I think we need to be careful 

about distinguishing insensitive speech from hate speech. 
In my life I’ve had many people say insensitive things to 
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N O N F I C T I O N

WE WERE 
TAKEN IN  

THE NIGHT
HANNAH BAE

Something wasn’t right that night. Appa wasn’t 
home. Umma insisted that we go to bed way too early, 
before nine, before our second sitcom of the night. She told 
us to turn out the lights. 

It was like my mother knew what was coming.
As I lay there in the darkness next to my little sister 

in the twin bed that we shared, all I could hear at first 
was silence. Before long, through our bedroom walls, 
I heard a hard knock at the front door to our shabby, 
popcorn-ceilinged apartment. There was the murmur 
of crisp, official, unaccented American voices—white 
people voices. I heard the static and chirps of a police 
radio. Umma began babbling in Korean, stuff I couldn’t 
understand, shrill and tense. 

Light pierced my eyes as the bedroom door opened. I saw 
a white lady poke her head in for a moment to look at me. My 
little sister didn’t make a sound, as if she were playing dead. I 
could only assume that the same thing was happening to my 
big sister in her room on the other side of our apartment.

Out in the living room, I heard a man’s voice asking 
Umma whether we had any family in the area. “Is there 
anywhere the girls can go for the night? Do you have any 
family friends who could take them in?”

No, we didn’t have any family in the area. They were all 
in Virginia or Illinois, a thousand miles away, or halfway 
across the world in foreign, distant Korea. We’d moved to 
central Florida when I was partway through first grade. 
“Called by God,” Appa, a Presbyterian minister, had said 
of our move to Brandon, a decision that he alone had 
made. As the head of a church, the head of the household, 
he answered to no one.

It was a nondescript part of Florida, on the outskirts 
of Tampa Bay, that seemed part rednecks-in-trailers, part 
well-to-do-white-folks. There were a few other Korean 
families in town, members of the scrappy, f ledgling church 
that Appa was growing in Brandon, but Umma refused to 
call them. At the time, I couldn’t understand why. Now, 
as an adult, I can deduce that it was the shame of losing 
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face, so central to every interaction among Koreans. What 
would it look like if a pastor’s kids were taken by protective 
services? Not very ministerial, that’s for sure.

« . »

“Hannah-yah,” Umma’s quavering voice broke 
through the darkness of my room. “Call Katie mama. Ask 
Katie mama.”

Katie was an American girl whom I knew from “white 
people Sunday school.” On Sundays, my sisters and I got a 
double-dose of church: “American church” in the mornings, 
when Pastor Chambers, a Mister Rogers doppelganger, 
held English services for his f lock. These sermons I could 
actually understand. Then, after all the white people 
packed up and went home, we would have “Korean church” 
in the afternoon, which meant sitting through my father’s 
sermons—which I couldn’t understand aside from words 
like Yesu-nim (Jesus) and Hana-nim (God, the Father). 

When we moved to Florida, Appa had written to all 
the Protestant churches in the area, asking if he could use 
their facilities for free so that he could save money while 
ministering to Koreans in the area.

“Pastor Chambers!” he had written, starting his letter, 
like all others, with an exclamation point. 

“That’s wrong,” I informed him. I was in fourth 
grade, and I was learning how to write proper, formal 
letters in school.

“I want dem to know I am excited,” he replied, 
impervious to any edits of his quirky English-as-a- 
second-language.

Brandon Christian Church had opened its doors to 
Appa, and that’s how I had met Katie, a platinum-blonde 
girl my age whose bug-eyed mom, to my shock, furtively 
smoked cigarettes just before service. All this time, I had 
thought you couldn’t smoke cigarettes or drink alcohol if 
you were a Christian.

Calling Katie was an odd suggestion on Umma’s part. 
I had never even been to her house, but I was never one 
to talk back. I looked up her number in my Hello Kitty 
address book and slowly dialed.

“Hi, uh . . . Katie? Could my sisters and I come over 
and spend the night?”

The words sounded ridiculous coming out of my 
mouth. It was probably a Monday night, the wrong time to 
request a surprise sleepover.

Katie sounded confused. “Umm . . . Mom?” she called 
out to her mother. Her voice trailed off as she put down 
the handset.

I didn’t know why I needed to call Katie and ask if we 
could stay the night. I didn’t know what the alternative 
was. No adult thought to explain that to me, or to Katie, or 
to Katie’s mom. 

Her mother picked up the phone. “Hannah? It’s a school 
night. We can’t have a sleepover on a school night.” Click. 

It must have sounded preposterous to her at the time. 
It certainly felt that way to me. I felt unmoored in the 
moment, unsure of what was even happening to us. 

I wondered later if Katie or her mom ever connected 
my subsequent weeks-long disappearance to my awkward 
phone call that night.

« . »

Umma wailed as the police filed me and my 
sisters out into the humid Florida night. I don’t remember 
saying goodbye to my mother or even looking her in 
the eye as we left home. The police didn’t let us pack 
anything—not a change of clothes, not our toothbrushes, 
although I did somehow grab my pencil box and diary. No 
sign of Appa. 

The next thing I remember is sitting with my sisters in 
a hallway in a drab, partially lit government office, waiting 
for what would happen next. We had no idea where we 
were headed. We sat in exhausted silence. 

On the dark car ride to our next stop, I f loated in and 
out of sleep. The few times my eyes f luttered open, I saw 
the f lash of evenly spaced street lights whip across the 
shiny black of the rear windshield.

We arrived in the middle of the night at an attractive 
two-story house. At first, I felt a tingle of excitement. 
Since our move from Virginia to Florida, we had only lived 
in apartments, and this big house looked fancy to me. A 
curly-haired Hispanic woman wearing a luxurious lace-
lined nightgown and bathrobe ushered us in. She spoke 
with an accent, although I don’t remember what she said as 
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the dogears in the books she finishes, scrolls back to the top of webpages before she closes them.
She brushes away the shiny imprint she leaves on the suede couch. She wipes the chapstick
smear from crystal glasses, plastic tumblers, dixie cups. Rinses the ashes from her ashtray
and mends the burn holes in her jacket sleeve. On December 26, she tucks away
the ornaments in a sectioned case, lays the lead tinsel in a necklace box, wrests
apart her homemade chestnut wreath and plants the nuts in the backyard.
She molds wax back into birthday candles and sucks the air from each
balloon. My mother unfolds her mobile of origami frogs and flattens
the creases with our silver butter knife. Knot by knot, she unravels
her latch-hook rug. She mails her conch shell to the ocean.
Past midnight, she tapes my father’s torn half back onto
the honeymoon photos, then scrapes her own face out.
My mother presses the tips of empty stick pens hard
against the cursive of her journal—loop, line, dot—
to draw the ink back in the tube. I lie next to her,
eyes closed, curled in a ball. She asks me to rub
lotion on her cesarean scar, pry it apart, press
the crown of my head to the raw gap. Push,
she whispers. My fontanelle creaks open.
Each evening, she unbuttons her blouse,
buttons it on a wire hanger around the
weightless version of her body. She
throws up dinner, winds her f loss
back on the spool. She uses
a blow dryer to clear
her breath from
the mirror.

My mother 
undoes
MITCHELL JACOBS

PAINTING BY JENNIFER NEHRBASS
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F I C T I O N

GENERAL 
HELPER

THOMAS GRATTAN

Though my mother was smart, she couldn’t turn 
that smartness into a job that paid well. This became a 
problem after my father left us and her employment meant 
the food we would or wouldn’t eat, her ability to pay our 
light bill. “I don’t know how to be with people,” she told 
me one afternoon, another failed interview come and gone. 
She smoked a cigarette out our kitchen window. The shiny 
blouse she wore gave off shifting sounds. Mom was right. 
She spoke with a directness people mistook for anger, 
sounded sarcastic when she was sincere. 

“Your father left us for Jesus,” she said that same 
afternoon, putting her cigarette out in the sink and swaddling 
it in a napkin, like a dead bird. I thought of Dad’s look of 
constipated pity the day he’d moved out, Mom in jeans and a 
bra at the top of the stairs telling him to go if he was going.

“Left us for Jesus,” I repeated. “That’s funny.”
Mom winced, as if being funny were a crime to  

be committed. 

« . »

After a failed job at a convenience store (she was 
convinced everyone was shoplifting), Mom found an ad 
in the paper for a “general helper” posted by a woman 
whose ex-husband owned a chain of local banks. This 
woman had been diagnosed with cancer, and the chemo 
she’d started left her nauseated and tired. Her already 
birdy features sharpened with sickness and the chemicals 
coursing through her. Within a week of getting the job, 
Mom had begun to spend twelve hours a day at this 
woman’s—Mrs. Hjerleid’s—house. She made her food 
and took her on short walks, telling me how neighbors 
scowled at her new boss as if she were out in public 
without pants on. She buzzed Mrs. Hjerleid’s hair when 
clumps of it came loose. Massaged her forearms, which 
itched from the medicine. Mom came home later each 
week. She stayed overnight after each new dose of chemo, 
when Mrs. Hjerleid went from being a person to a bundle 
she had to carry. 

Mrs. Hjerleid also had a son. He went to a private 
school in Minneapolis, forty-five minutes away. 
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Minneapolis felt like a big city to me then, with its 
crisscrossing highways and junior skyscrapers and handful 
of zip codes. Whenever I went there, I was mesmerized by 
its crowded crosswalks. I’d pass glittering bars and want 
to slip inside, drinking until everything was tinged in an 
easy haze. I knew that wouldn’t happen though. I wasn’t 
the sort of fifteen-year-old who could fool anyone into 
believing I was older. 

One afternoon I stopped by Mrs. Hjerleid’s after 
school so my mother could give me money for dinner. I 
knocked, expecting Mom to open the door, but found the 
son instead. And though I knew all about him—I’d seen 
his pictures when I’d visited before, crowding the fridge 
and end tables—I said, “I might have the wrong house.” 
Wrongness was my fail-safe then. 

“You’re the son,” he answered.
“Sorry she’s here all the time,” I said.
Her son, Marc, stared. He had a full mouth and shaggy 

hair. A zigzag of moles dotted his throat. He stood with 
a slouch so exaggerated it seemed like a performance of a 
teenager rather than a real one. 

“Didn’t realize you were the same age as me,” he said.
I remembered reading in one of Mom’s magazines how, 

when men comment on your age, it means they’re attracted 
to you.

“I’m ninety-three,” I answered. 
Marc gave off a sniff that might have been laughter. He 

invited me inside. 
Their house was new, with wall-to-wall carpet that 

seemed classy in its white thickness. The cold that came 
in with me lingered. It was the beginning of a cold spell, 
though it was hard to separate that from regular Minnesota 
cold, which left me chapped and achy for months on end. 
Marc gave me a Coke. He slouched on the couch and 
watched MTV.

“They’re having one of their secret lady meetings,”  
he said. 

I sat down next to him. A video showed a hip-hop 
duo taking over a city street. The next was a young singer 
performing a song everyone was singing then. Marc’s 
swallows shifted the muscles of his neck. His body odor 
almost fragrant, like cumin. He whapped his knees out 
and in. Once his knee grazed mine, I forgot about the 

television or why I’d come over in the first place, waiting 
for its bony return. 

Videos began and ended. Each time Marc shifted, 
change fell from his pocket. My mother emerged from 
what must have been Mrs. Hjerleid’s bedroom.

“Why didn’t anybody tell me you were here?” she asked, 
and I saw her as Marc probably did, brusque and bitchy 
and no fun at all. 

“I’m anybody, I guess,” Marc said with a disinterest 
that stoked the opposite in me. I still love a hard-to-
crack person, their indifference turning me twitchy at 
the challenge of it, like being blindfolded and batting  
a piñata. 

I took a sip of my drink. Mom pulled money from her 
pocket and handed it to me.

“What’s this?” I asked.
“For dinner,” she answered. 
“No need,” Marc said. “I invited him to have dinner here.”

« . »

After a meal where Mrs. Hjerleid talked of the 
loss of feeling in her feet, where she asked Marc indirect 
questions that all pointed to his father’s new girlfriend, 
Marc said, “We’re going to listen to some music.”

“You shouldn’t bother Marc,” my mother said.
Marc put his hand on mine, to indicate that I wasn’t 

a bother, perhaps. I stood and followed and felt the 
beginnings of a boner. 

I lay on Marc’s bed as he played songs by a friend’s band 
that sounded as if they’d been recorded through a paper 
bag. Marc’s sheets held the same stale musk as his hair. 
Against a wall, boots with different-colored laces.

“You go to a Jesus school?” I asked.
“How long can you hold your breath?” he asked back. 

When I shrugged, he put his hand to my mouth and told 
me not to breathe. “I can feel it if you do,” he said. 

I held my breath, felt the terrain of his hand against my 
mouth and nose. Not breathing burned in my chest, but I 
wanted to outlast it, to prove something, though I didn’t 
know just what, only that Marc would see what I could do 
and turn interested. The need to breathe clotted my throat. 
I resisted.
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THE MOST 
DANGEROUS 

DREAM OF ALL
A MULTILINGUAL EXQUISITE CORPSE 

SERGIO CHEJFEC, MARIA CABRERA CALLÍS, BASMA ABDELAZIZ, AND PETRA HULOVÁ 
TRANSLATION BY HEATHER CLEARY, MARY ANN NEWMAN, ELISABETH JAQUETTE, AND ALEX ZUCKER

An Exquisite Corpse is a game that has no winner. 
But there is a trophy—a story, one that surprises its own 
contributors. When Words Without Borders and SLICE 
co-host an Exquisite Corpse, there’s a multilingual twist. We 
invite players from around the world to play.

Here’s how it works: We handpick a sentence from a 
great work of fiction and send it to player one. That sentence 
serves as a jumping-off point for the first page of a story written 
in player one’s native language. Then a translator translates 
that page into English. We send the final sentence of the first 
page to player two. That sentence serves as a jumping-off 
point for the second page of the story . . . and so on. The 
end result is a story stitched together by a group of writers, 
each one not really knowing what came beforehand. This 

issue’s around-the-world story is told in five languages—
Spanish, Catalan, Arabic, Czech, and English.

SLICE and Words Without Borders are nonprofits that 
celebrate voices you might not otherwise hear. SLICE strives 
to strike up conversations that illuminate and entertain 
among people from all corners of the literary world. Words 
Without Borders is committed to breaking down borders 
by bringing the voices of writers from around the globe into 
English. You can read more from these international 
writers and others in the pages of Words Without Borders 
(wordswithoutborders.org).

Enjoy!
—Celia Johnson, Creative Director, SLICE & 

 Jessie Chaffee, Editor, Words Without Borders Daily

°

PAINTING BY EMILY LOVEJOY
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SLICE 
ISSUE 25

EXQUISITE CORPSE, PART 1
BY SERGIO CHEJFEC
TRANSLATED FROM SPANISH BY HEATHER CLEARY

“But it seemed to me that morning that my ancient self had been  
dreaming the most dangerous dream of all.”

—From James Baldwin’s Giovanni’s Room

Pero me pareció esa mañana que mi yo antiguo 
habıa estado soñando el sueño más peligroso de 
todos. Me desperté, por lo tanto, decidido a hacer algo. 
Si no podía cambiar el sueño intentaría torcer su condición 
de posibilidad. No me inquietaba como sueño sino como 
anticipo del próximo. Sentía que una cadena de sueños 
relacionados, todos peligrosísimos, se ordenaría como un 
relato paralelo al de la vigilia; y que esa cadena se haría 
tan persistente y normal que la vida diurna, al contrario 
de lo que por lo general ocurre, se ordenaría como delirio. 
Llamé entonces a mi hermano para avisar a mi madre 
que no me esperara el viernes. Ambos sabían lo que eso 
significaba. Y también toqué la puerta de mi vecina para 
decirle que no iría a trabajar hasta el lunes, que por lo tanto 
dejara en suspenso nuestro acuerdo de cesión diurna de 
mi dormitorio. Le pedí también que hiciera lo necesario 
con el ascensor. Ante este pedido se produjo un largo 
silencio. Mientras tanto, escuché la descarga de un baño 
y un portazo violento. La demora en responderme podía 
significar muchas cosas, y una sola—como mi vecina y yo 
sabíamos—mi pedido respecto del ascensor.

But it seemed to me that morning that my ancient 
self had been dreaming the most dangerous dream 
of all. And so I woke, determined to do something. If 
I couldn’t change the dream, I would try to distort its 
condition of possibility. It didn’t trouble me as a dream, but 
rather as a harbinger of the next one. I sensed that a chain of 
related dreams, each more dangerous than the next, would 
organize itself into a narrative parallel to my waking mind’s, 
and that this chain would grow so pervasive and come to 
seem so normal that my waking life would, contrary to 
custom, organize itself as delirium. So I called my brother 
to tell my mother not to expect me on Friday. They both 
knew what that meant. I also knocked on my neighbor’s 
door to say I wasn’t going back to work until Monday, which 
meant that our agreement regarding the daytime use of my 
bedroom would have to be put on hold. I also asked her to 
see to the elevator. This request was met by a long silence, 
during which I heard a toilet f lush and a door slam. The 
delay in her response could mean many things; my request 
about the elevator, on the other hand—as my neighbor 
and I both knew very well—could only mean one. 



AUTHORS IN 
CONVERSATION 
A DISCUSSION WITH MIRA JACOB AND KIESE LAYMON

BRIAN GRESKO

Reading builds empathy—or so we’re told. How it happens, 
though, isn’t quite clear. It’s as if books are good for you the 
way leafy greens are good for you, and simply by reading 
you’ll become a better person, morally and intellectually. 
I find this too easy. If anything is clear at this moment in 
American history, it’s that empathy is in short supply, and no 
amount of reading alone is going to change that. Reading as 
a springboard to conversation, on the other hand—tough, 
honest, vulnerable, maybe even ugly conversation—might.

Mira Jacob’s Good Talk and Kiese Laymon’s Heavy 
epitomize how this might work. Both are complex, layered 
documents exploring race, class, gender, sexuality, and 
identity over the course of decades and between generations. 
They tell American stories, though of a kind that 
mainstream, white, able-bodied, heteronormative culture has 
not historically given space to. They look directly at pain, 
injustice, bigotry, and hate, and ask what part we—each and 
every one of us—can play in easing these ills in our country, 
in our families, and ultimately in ourselves. 

Jacob’s graphic memoir Good Talk unfolds as a series of 
conversations between her son, her husband, her friends, her 
family, and her in-laws. It begins with questions about race 
and color posed by her then six-year-old son, Zakir—the 
kind of questions kids are adept at asking, the kind that cut 
to the heart of social prejudice with their honesty. From 
there, Jacob shares her personal history, from her beginnings 
as the American-born daughter of immigrants from India 
growing up in a largely white environment in the Southwest, 
to her early years dating and working in New York City, to 
our current political moment, in which her husband’s white, 
Jewish family supports President Trump. These talks are told 

comic-book style in Jacob’s beautiful illustrations, drawings 
that manage to convey a depth of the character’s humanity 
while providing the reader space to imagine the emotions at 
play in each utterance. And so one of the many talks Jacob 
has in the book is with the reader, inviting her to respond and 
engage with what’s on the page, and hopefully beyond.

Laymon pulls off a similar kind of literary magic in 
Heavy, which is in essence a long letter directly addressed to 
his mother. He tells of his childhood in Mississippi, where 
he grew up living alone with her and struggling to keep 
economically afloat, an overweight black boy in the heart 
of the racist Deep South. With astounding frankness and 
a voice equal parts poet, preacher, and prophet, he recounts 
the abuse he experienced at the hands of his mother, his 
babysitter, the environment at large, and, eventually, himself. 
He tracks a cycle of addiction from eating to exercising to 
gambling, and looks at how even the kind of success he 
achieved in a white-dominated academic environment was 
limited by prejudice, leading to a rage that had no outlet 
except self-destruction. Like Jacob, Laymon essentially asks 
some crucial questions: Why can’t we love one another, and 
ourselves, better? Since we recognize the pattern of pain 
and prejudice in this country, why can’t we stop it? If these 
questions nag at you after putting the book down, that’s a 
good thing. They should. 

Besides writing, both authors teach and tour frequently, 
speaking and reading from their work. I was extremely 
grateful to have the opportunity to speak with them over 
the course of a month in a shared Google document and to 
ask them about their experiences writing these books and 
witnessing their readers’ reactions to them.
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These books are so unf linchingly honest, not just in 
the stories that you tell, but in how you sit with tough, 
painful questions as opposed to providing the reader 
easy answers or empty platitudes. This was an incredible 
thing to experience, and it struck me as radical. 
Emotionally, what was it like to write this book?

MJ For me, there were two very different things 
going on. One was mining a very old and fa-

miliar pain through the specific lens of conversation. Some 
days I would remember hilarious things I had said or been 
told and laugh while I was writing them up. Most days, 
though, I was aware of drawing a tighter and tighter circle 
around my relationship with my in-laws, of the amount 
of betrayal I feel about their voting for an openly racist 
president. (They would say they don’t see him as racist, but 
I think at this point you have to be pretty wedded to not 
understanding what racism is to let yourself believe that.) 
And the tighter the circle got, the closer I got to really 
laying it bare, the sicker and sadder it made me—for my 
husband, for my son, for my in-laws, for me. And I knew it 
was going to change my relationships with the white part of 
our family who would in turn feel betrayed by my talking 
openly about it. So it was stressful. Really, really stressful. 

KL “Stressful” is a good way to put the process. 
Hopefully, nothing I write will be as hard as 

this book was. I went through a zillion drafts, but mostly I 
stayed up worrying about whether or not I was hurting my 
Mama or anyone else. So it’s joyful to try to find the words, 
and to find the rhythm of the page, but I kinda drove my-
self a little sick working on this book. I’m glad it’s over.

What support systems did you have to help you through 
those feelings? Did you reach out to friends or other authors 
for advice or guidance? Or turn to books for support? Or 
was writing this more of a solitary journey for you?

KL I talked with lots of the folks in the book to 
refine the memories, but I didn’t really have a 

support system for this one. My Mama was there to answer 
and ask questions. My Grandmama got really sick near the 
end, and I just wanted to get it out before she got sicker. 

I should have gone to therapy, church, and libraries while 
writing it. But I didn’t. All three scared me.

MJ Well, here’s where we get a little meta, because 
my support system is the same people who 

show up as my support system in the book: writers Alison 
Hart, Tanaïs, and Kaitlyn Greenidge. For every conversa-
tion I put in the book, there were approximately forty-five 
others behind it, around it, beside it, bolstering me at every 
level. And now—you want to get mega-meta?—Tanaïs and 
Kaitlyn kept telling me about the writing and teaching of 
this guy Kiese Laymon, how he would tell them, “Write for 
us.” I had “Write for us” written on a sticky note above my 
desk for two years. I started reading more of Kiese’s work 
then, too. That became part of my community.

How present was the idea of readership and audience 
when you were writing Good Talk?

MJ I was more aware of the audience than I 
wanted to be when I was first writing it, 

mostly because I would run into people at parties and they 
would say things like, “I can’t wait for your book to be out,” 
like it was going to solve any part of the mess America is 
in. At some point, I had to actively pretend those people 
didn’t exist because it was locking me up when I was writ-
ing the end of the book. I kept thinking about how I wasn’t 
wrapping it up in a satisfying way, and how furious people 
might be with the fact that I didn’t go on a righteous tirade 
at the end. And I get this, actually. There’s so much to 
be angry about. Not giving a reader the psychic relief of 
burning it all down is a tremendous risk. But my son, who 
loves his grandparents, is in that building. And he has 
already lost so much under this administration. I ended up 
completely tuning out any audience in deference to him 
and what he needed to hear from me.

Kiese, in Heavy you write about “writing to and for” a 
black audience. Have you ever found yourself surprised 
by who reads you and what they take from your work?

KL I’m shocked that anyone reads what I write. 
And yeah, when old white women started 



EMERGING VOICES 
THE PERVERT 
BY SHANE KOWALSKI
INTRODUCTION BY JENNIFER FINNEY BOYLAN

In 2010 I spent a semester as a guest professor at Ursinus College in suburban 
Philly. I was there because my mother lived nearby, and I wanted to have one late 
season with her as an adult—and so there I was, back in my high school bedroom 
at fifty, female, and my mother ninety years old, and the two of us at last in a 
place of peace with each other. There was nothing to negotiate anymore. I went 
to Ursinus, taught my classes, and made her dinner each night, and we drank 
gin and tonics and watched Jeopardy. She would pass away less than a year later, 
and we sold the house I’d grown up in. I had a pretty good sense that that whole 
world was coming to an end. That semester at Ursinus I had as a student this odd 
young man, Shane Kowalski, who wrote the most disturbing and literary stories 
that just wrapped their vines around my imagination and turned everything 
dark. He was from a hardscrabble background. It seemed as if everything had 
come to him at great cost and after a tremendous amount of struggle. He went on 
to get his MFA from Cornell, and I lost touch with him. But when SLICE asked 
me to feature a former student author, I immediately thought of him, sent him a 
note to the last address I had for him, and within moments I received this story, 
“The Pervert.” It’s just how I remember him: unsettling, unpredictable, darkly 
funny, and melancholy, too.

—Jennifer Finney Boylan
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F I C T I O N

THE 
PERVERT

SHANE KOWALSKI

Out of all the other librarians, Deb was my favorite. 
She was the fattest of the three, which meant she was 
probably very normal and average sized in the real world. 
In the world of the office, though, where she worked with 
Valeria and Sofi, who were so thin and fit and gorgeous 
it was surprising they had chosen to work in an office 
instead of bathing on the beaches of a lost island with its 
own personal photographer—Deb was fat. She knew this, 
too. She was always remarking on a thing she just ate but 
probably shouldn’t have. I loved her. She wore high heels 
almost every day even though she said she hated them. I 
admired that she was able to court hell in small ways like 
that. For what reward I couldn’t be sure, though.

When I walked into the office, the three of them were 
huddled around Sofi’s desk. Oh, Kathy, Deb said. Did you 
hear about the attack?

Hello, I said to them.
They greeted me with their usual big and inviting eyes, 

as if I were their leader they didn’t need.
I’m fucking leaving fucking campus earlier now, Valeria 

said, visibly shaken. As soon as I’m done here, I’m gone.
Val was at the gym last night, Deb said. She said she 

saw the boy there, before he was attacked.

I expressed my shock to Valeria, who was very rational 
about the matter. I mean, those fuckholes need to do more, 
she said. I’m not going to be next.

Sofi said: I was talking with Ted and he—
Hot Ass Ted or Horsey Ted? Valeria interrupted.
Sofi gave her a sharp look, guffawed, and said: Hot 

Ass Ted, c’mon. Fuck Horsey Ted, he said a fucking weird 
thing to me the other day that I’m not even going to waste 
fucking breath trying to repeat.

Fuck, Valeria said. So why were you talking to Hot 
Ass Ted? Did he want to talk to you or did you talk to him 
first? Fuck.

Can I finish my fucking story? Sofi said. Fuck, Valeria 
said. Fine . . .

Sofi went on: I was talking to Hot Ass Ted and he said 
he was in a meeting that one of the deans attended and he 
said the dean strongly made the case for keeping things that 
were happening on a, quote, lower volume, unquote. And to 
answer your question, Hot Ass Ted wanted to talk to me.

You lucky fuckhole, Valeria said. I love you. I know, 
said Sofi.

Deb said, Frick, then drank her coffee in a trance until 
she asked how my night was.



62

N O N F I C T I O N

SANTA 
CHIARA 
SLEEPS

CANDACE STARK SAVAGE

Casa di Cura Santa Chiara 
Florence, Italy 
June 11, 1972

Through the stillness comes the steady heartbeat 
of the little hospital—barely perceptible, a mechanical 
hum-thump from somewhere deep and far below. The 
door is ajar, and from my bed I can see into the dimly 
lit corridor; it has a deserted, after-school feel. A nurse 
rushes by, her rubber soles sticky and squeaking on the 
linoleum. Most of the weekend staff has gone for the 
night; soon there will be nothing left but shadows. 

It’s eerie on Sundays when Santa Chiara goes 
quiet; the empty nurse’s stations and dark hallways are 
unsettling. But despite my high-risk pregnancy, I feel 
comfortable and safe here in my room. I like the walls, 
painted a soothing, ethereal shade between blue and 
green, the color of old glass. The warm light of the 

reading lamp casts soft silhouettes that stretch up the 
walls and give the room a homey sort of intimacy.

The window by my bed is open to let in an evening 
breeze, so tender it’s barely anything. This window is my 
portal. Through it, I watch the changing light and listen 
to the sounds of the street. I’m nostalgic for the life below: 
the minuscule Cinquecentos, quick to bully you with a 
heart-stopping horn blast at your back when you’re halfway 
across a busy street, the hornet buzz of scooters—I picture 
young men riding these, their Beatles haircuts f lipping 
around. In my mind, each man has a pretty fidanzata 
riding side-saddle behind, her ankles crossed and a tiny 
handbag settled neatly in her lap. I could tell time just by 
the voices—the conspiratorial giggles of girls out in pairs, 
dressed to be seen in stockings and heels, arms linked as 
they shop and f lirt. Children call to each other, angel voices 
toughened for the street; I hear their rambunctious cursing 
as they pass Santa Chiara on their way to and from the 
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park, followed by the before-dinner scoldings of mothers 
and grandmothers warning, O pischelli, mi raccomando, 
eh . . .? On Sundays, church bells ring morning and night, 
and the occasional tinny squeal of an air horn blares the 
first eight notes of the “Colonel Bogey March,” an Italian 
joke that seems never to grow old. Still, I listen. Sometimes 
an evening rain wipes out all of that, and I’m left with wet 
echoes in the street below, and my own ghosts.

I watch all day until night spills like ink into the pale 
sky. From the window, sweet Sunday night air washes over 
me and cools my skin. Somewhere a breeze lifts, and my 
room is filled with citrus-and-honey-scented dust, blown 
in from the linden trees. I close my eyes and rest my hand 
on my belly, feeling for movement. Now that I’m used to 
it, this room feels like home. I haven’t had a real home 
since I was fourteen, but, as orphans do, I’ve changed the 
definition of the word to mean anywhere I stay for more 
than a week, and this is my sixth week at Santa Chiara.

I turned twenty-five in April but still feel like a child, 
scared and incompetent. I never learned independence 
when I was young: my parents were protective, and they 
took care of everything. My father was an industrialist, 
and I was the second-youngest child of four. We lived in 
a comfortable, modern house in a wooded neighborhood 
of Detroit. When my parents died unexpectedly, my little 
sister and I were shuttled between our selfish older brother 
and our self-obsessed older sister, both of whom were 
grown up and married with children of their own. Neither 
of them had any use for us, although my father had left 
plenty of money for our upkeep. They labeled us a problem 
and abandoned us, permanently, to the uncaring care of a 
widowed countess who ran a foster home in Tuscany. Like 
Hansel and Gretel, we were left to find our way in a dark 
and foreign place, far from everything we knew. We lived 
with the witch, and there was no getting home across the 
ocean using breadcrumbs. There was no home waiting, 
even if we found our way back.

Now, at twenty-five, I have no connection to the past 
and can’t imagine the future. For me, there is nothing but 
this moment. My red-haired mother was gentle, her voice 
and hands were soft, but that is something I know more 
than remember. Trauma has wiped away the memory of 
how it was to be a daughter, to be loved without condition, 

to matter. I hope motherhood is instinctive because I’m not 
sure I will remember how to love.

At Santa Chiara, day after sunny day rolls by in a 
monotonous stream broken by temperature taking, checks 
on urine and blood pressure, and visits with my husband, 
who brings magazines and gossip from the outside. Charlie 
has been kind to me through this, more than I’d have 
expected of him. I only wish he would show up when the 
Sisters make their weekly rounds so he could change the 
topic away from my lack of religion. He would stammer 
in his charming British way and ask the Sisters adorable 
questions to make them giggle. Charlie is known for that, 
for charming the birds from the trees, as my foster mother, 
the Signora, would say in her snooty, singsong voice. The 
Sisters, with their f luttering habits and their twittering, 
are not unlike birds. And Charlie—long and narrow and 
not unlike a snake—would mesmerize them with a bashful 
smile and the boyish ducking of his head as he stumbles 
over his four or five words of faltering Italian, shaking 
sun-colored hair out of eyes as gray-blue as an English 
sky. His charm hypnotizes; it weaves alluring visions that 
dance and undulate until his prey is dizzy. I’ve seen him 
enchant old dears out of their antiques in just this way. 
But getting him here for the ten minutes a week when the 
Sisters visit would take extraordinarily good luck, and luck 
is something I am not known for.

Dr. Luconi comes in on Wednesdays to put his hand 
on my abdomen and feel the tension. He teases me about 
my size, asks if I’ve been swallowing watermelons. Then, 
last week, someone had the brilliant idea to do an X-ray. 
Within moments, the technician let out a whoop and 
called for the doctor.

“Madonna buhaiola!” Three babies in there! Tre bambini! 
It was such a big deal, he let his mouth hang open and I 
stared at him in some disbelief, hysterical laughter bubbling 
into my throat. All this time it’s been three!

There haven’t been triplets born at Santa Chiara in 
as long as anyone can remember, decades. Dr. Luconi 
was wild with excitement, hopping from foot to foot, his 
eyes shining. He will have his name in the paper, in all 
the papers, everyone will know him as The Doctor Who 
Delivered Triplets for l ’Americana! A triplet birth was a 
glamorous thing, I could tell.
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N O N F I C T I O N

JERRY
DIDINTLE NTSIE 

My parents did an excellent job of raising my 
siblings and me to believe that we wanted for nothing. In 
the early years of my childhood, I thought that everyone 
else in South Africa, for the most part, lived in townships 
like mine in Ga-rankuwa, Pretoria: untarred dusty roads, 
outside toilets, long washing lines for hanging sopping-wet 
hand-washed clothes and big heavy blankets washed by 
tiny stomping feet (usually in large metal buckets on a hot 
sunny day).

My mother was hell-bent on making sure that we 
felt like the other children we went to school with and 
socialized with in the middle to upper-middle class 
“multiracial” school we attended. She did her best to keep 
us looking presentable in a quest to aid us in feeling like 
we belonged. The pep talks were plentiful and loving—in 
our household nothing could hold us back. Despite her 
efforts, I don’t think it was possible for her to protect our 
eyes from seeing the differences that existed between our 
neighborhood and the white neighborhood we were bused 
into for school for thirteen years. It was evident that white 
people lived better than we did. As a young girl, I held 
a deep belief that white people had an elevated lifestyle 
because they deserved it and we didn’t—because they 
worked hard and blacks were lazy.

My parents were anything but lazy. Mama worked as 
an educator for forty years, starting her career in 1976 
during the Soweto uprisings—a particularly tense time 
in South Africa’s Apartheid history. Her journey as a 

teacher involved working with severely under-resourced 
students in overcrowded classes in neglected areas of the 
Gauteng and North West provinces of South Africa. It 
was not unusual for her to teach several classes of eighty 
children at a time. Marking and grading homework was 
a nightmare she took on tirelessly. She repeated this for 
forty years of her life. She was also the person all our 
neighbors came to for counsel and guidance regarding 
all manner of issues minor and pivotal—an undeniably 
formidable force with a generous possession of soft and 
practical gifts.

My father, orphaned before he hit puberty, had a 
difficult upbringing that demanded that he earn his keep 
as soon as he could, forcing him to trade in his chance to 
complete high school for menial jobs that afforded him 
some sliver of independence and dignity. Despite his lack 
of formal education, he remains one of the most intelligent 
people I know. He taught himself and speaks, f luently, all 
eleven official languages in our country. Unlike Mama, he 
focused on rejecting the status quo. He was also the first 
male African feminist I ever encountered: encouraging 
us to speak up at every opportunity, to cut our hair short 
in a bid to actively ignore the immense societal pressures 
to aspire to Western beauty standards. He trained our 
mouths to speak our mother tongue alongside English—
explaining, incessantly, that pride in our African heritage 
would remain a compass no matter where in the world we 
might find ourselves. Though he did his best, the rewards 
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When I asked Mike Chen how he felt when he received 
the news that his debut novel, Here and Now and Then, had 
been sold, he told me he was in disbelief. Mike’s literary 
agent had spent two years pitching it to various publishing 
houses with no success. A sci-fi novel pitched as “The Time 
Traveler’s Wife if it had been written by Nick Hornby,” the 
book was having trouble finding its place: sci-fi publishers 
thought it was too literary; literary publishers thought it was 
too sci-fi. After two years of rejections, Mike was ready to 
move on to the next project. 

But his agent, Eric Smith of P. S. Literary, was 
persistent—and it paid off. Mike’s manuscript eventually 
made it to the desk of Michelle Meade, then an editor at 
Mira Books. The novel immediately captivated Michelle 
with its central theme of relationships standing the test 
of time: in it, two families are torn apart by the Temporal 
Corruption Bureau (TCB), a secret government agency that 
monitors threats to the time continuum. Thanks to Michelle, 
Mira published Here and Now and Then in January 2019. 

While the road to the novel’s publication was far from 
smooth, the story behind Mike’s first book deal highlights 
the virtues of perseverance and patience. In this vein, Mike 
shares many characteristics with the protagonist of his 
novel, Kin Stewart, a time-traveling agent from 2142 whose 
patience and determination help him overcome the obstacles 
associated with his line of work. 

We first meet Kin in 1996, on a mission to stop a time-
traveling mercenary from altering history. Kin’s mission goes 
awry when the beacon that allows him to jump through time 
is destroyed. With no way to contact Mission Control, Kin 
is stranded in the past for eighteen years. Convinced that 
no one will come to his rescue, he ignores TCB protocols 
prohibiting him from establishing relationships in the past. 
He gets a job, falls in love, gets married, and buys a home in 
the San Francisco Bay Area, where he and his wife raise their 
daughter, Miranda.

Then one day the beacon that Kin had thought 
destroyed is activated, sending a signal to TCB and 
returning Kin to 2142. Separated from the family he knows 
and returned to a family he can’t remember, Kin must 
reconcile the trauma that time travel has placed on his 
present and past family relationships. But when his efforts 
prove to be a threat to his daughter’s very existence, Kin must 
once again break TCB rules to save her life.

The novel’s theme of family preservation in the face of 
harrowing circumstances resonated with me. Kin’s triumph 
over personal obstacles through acts of solidarity depends 
on the assistance of loved ones who believe and trust in his 
mission—much like the two people whose passion for Mike’s 
novel brought it to publication. 

To learn more about how this novel got into readers’ 
hands, I corresponded with Mike, Eric, and Michelle. 

JOSEPH CÁCERES

BEHIND THE 
BOOK DEAL
A CONVERSATION WITH 

MIKE CHEN, MICHELLE MEADE,  
AND ERIC SMITH
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Michelle and Eric, what about Mike’s work caught your 
attention and inspired you to take it on?

ES So, when it comes to the kind of novels I like 
the most, I’m interested in literary fiction that’s 

a bit . . . different. That takes risks and blends genres, 
making it kind of hard to place. Is it regular ol’ literary 
fiction? Is it sci-fi? Is it dystopian? Mike is one of those 
authors who writes books that make you scratch your 
head a little bit, and it’s that reaction that drew me to his 
story. He writes with so much humor and heart, with an 
awareness of the literary space he’s experimenting in. He 
breaks rules, but he knows what they are. And it certainly 
helps that his prose is gripping. 

MM For me, it was the great pitch—the idea 
of “sci-fi with heart.” I love stories about 

family, and especially about the bond between parents 
and children, and I was very interested in the way Mike 
was going to explore those themes in a new and exciting 
way. Time travel is another love of mine when it comes to 
fiction, so reading the pitch for a story about a father and 
daughter who fight to connect across time—well, that had 
my attention immediately. 

How do you view your roles as agent and editor?

ES I guess, hype man blended with biggest fan and 
critic? Agents are there to boost you up and get 

you ready for the whole publishing process, from polishing 
up your manuscript to finding the right home for it, but 
also to dish out brutally honest feedback to ensure that 
you and your career (and your book) are on the right track. 
We’re there to be in your corner, and to make sure you 
can get out of that corner and into the ring. And then we 
make sure things are going well behind the scenes with an 
author’s editor, publicity team, and others. The job doesn’t 
end when the book is published.

MM For me, it’s a combination of being the 
critical creative—where I’m working to 

ensure that the story my author is trying to tell is the story 
that’s on the page—as well as the in-house cheerleader 

and voice. So on the creative side, I’m working alongside 
an author to make the voice and story shine, to find and 
eliminate weaknesses in the writing or the overall story, 
and to help push the author to the absolute creative limit. 
On the business side, I would be the voice for the author 
within the publishing house, communicating with the 
various departments (art, marketing, sales, etc.) to ensure 
that the author’s wants and needs are being heard—and 
to make sure that the author hears everything from those 
departments as well. I try to be the middleman to keep 
everyone connected and in the loop, so that nothing gets 
missed and everyone feels heard and understood.

Eric, I like how you said the job doesn’t end when the 
book is published. How do you prefer to work with 
your writers, from revising the manuscript through 
publication and beyond? Was this process different for 
Here and Now and Then?

ES I mean, there’s no preferred way to do it, re-
ally. That’s just how they all work. Revising, 

I guess, hype man blended with 
biggest fan and critic? Agents are 
there to boost you up and get you 
ready for the whole publishing 
process, from polishing up your 
manuscript to finding the right 
home for it, but also to dish out 
brutally honest feedback to ensure 
that you and your career (and your 
book) are on the right track.

—ERIC SMITH
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AN INTERVIEW WITH 

BRUCE  
BAUMAN
What happens when we surround ourselves with stories 
that seek to tell our truths? What happens when we literally 
surround ourselves with words we’ve written and printed 
out, sticking them up on the four walls around us and 
letting them speak? I didn’t know until I spoke with Bruce 
Bauman, who told me that that’s just another part of his 
writing process. 

Bauman searches for truth through a world he began 
to build thirty years ago. His first two books, And the 
Word Was and Broken Sleep, are two-thirds of a trilogy 
that reads like a letter to America—an America built of 
tragedies, dreams, and love stories. His current manuscript 
in progress, The True Story of My Fictional Life, is the final 
third.

“Truth is the essence of art,” he told me in one of our 
many conversations. Finding our truth is what we—as 
writers, as artists—owe to our readers, and to ourselves. 
And if there’s anything that Bauman knows how to do, it is 
to speak his truth.

In his debut novel, And the Word Was, he weaves a 
tragedy so haunting that his written words can barely 
contain it. A book about family, about politics, about 
philosophy, his story spans continents and years. He 
reminds us that when you lose your faith in your god, 
you’re not really sure how to interpret your life anymore. 
But the true test comes when you lose your faith in the 
person you love—the person you thought you’d spend the 

rest of your life with. And the Word Was, ultimately, is a 
reminder that hope can be found in the darkest of times.

Broken Sleep, Bauman’s second novel, tangles love, art, 
religion, politics, and music together. You enter through a 
kaleidoscope of eras that takes you on a journey through 
Bauman’s writing process. Encompassing stories within 
stories, it’s also another tale about family. Bauman’s 
relationship with his characters is unique, and his worlds 
draw you in as he examines pain and grief and their effect on 
the human body and mind.

Those relationships come to life in his latest 
manuscript—from which I had the honor of reading a few 
chapters. Comprising emails, letters, interviews, and short 
stories, Bauman’s latest work is his essence distilled onto the 
page. It’s the ink that paints his world all around us. It’s a 
story about a writer almost within reach of his truth. 

So I asked Bauman about all of this, and he reminded me 
of something he told me back when I was a student at the 
California Institute of the Arts and he was my professor, one 
of the best pieces of writing advice I’ve ever received. He told 
us that if we’re not having fun writing, then we shouldn’t be 
doing it.

Bauman is most definitely having fun—even when it 
hurts.

We spoke about finding emotional truth through these 
books—about memory and desire, about music and time, 
about names and acts of creation . . . and about letting go.

NENI DEMETRIOU
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How did you know you had to write your new book, The 
True Story of My Fictional Life?

BB This may sound nuts, but almost thirty years 
ago I had the basic idea—and I mean very, very 

basic—that I wanted to write a trilogy. Not a trilogy in the 
conventional sense, where the books are entwined by char-
acters, location, or something. My books are independent 
of each other, so there’s no need to have read one to be able 
to understand the others. I wanted the first, And the Word 
Was, to be subtitled “An American Tragedy,” but for cer-
tain reasons that didn’t happen. Broken Sleep was subtitled 
“An American Dream.” The new one will be subtitled “An 
American Love Story.”

I’m going to say some things that have gotten me 
in trouble before. First, I believe fiction is the most 
important and most difficult form of prose writing. It 
requires a special kind of imagination and ability to 
let go that can’t be taught. I’m not saying writing good 
nonfiction is easy—it’s fucking hard—but I believe that 
can be taught. Great fiction—great anything—takes 
unteachable gifts and hard, hard work. 

Second, all fiction starts off as a form of autobiography—
sometimes consciously and, obviously, sometimes 
unconsciously—as a kind of search of the writer’s inner 
psyche that comes out in the characters and plot.

If a book is to possess emotional truth, the characters 
must become independent beings. Take, for example, 
Moby Dick. We know it’s based on Herman Melville’s 
exploits and life, but the impact of a book that opens, 
“Call me Herman,” versus one that begins, “Call me 
Ishmael,” is incalculable. Right there, in one naming, 
Melville tells you this book is about a lot more than 
whaling. Same goes with my favorite short-story 
writer of all time, Grace Paley. Now, Grace is a pretty 
good name for a main character, yet she chose Faith 
as her alter ego in many stories that had some basis 
in autobiography—and suddenly she had much more 
latitude. I can cite many other examples.

I am fascinated by acts of creation and where they 
come from in all art forms. Both of my previous novels 
started as two books. At some point they merged and 
became one. The same thing has happened with the new 

book, even though it’s still in its embryonic stage, except 
that one book was nonfiction and the other fiction. This 
book is a love story—love for the journey, the struggle, the 
understanding of creativity—all shown through the love 
of a couple and their families. 

I am obsessed and fascinated with emotional 
truth. Memory is fallible and unreliable; life is one big 
Rashomon. This book is about memory and perception as 
much as anything else. 

“Mixing Memory and Desire” is a key chapter of Broken 
Sleep, and it seems to directly correspond to your new 
manuscript. Broken Sleep is one hundred chapters told 
from multiple narrators’ points of view. Does the new 
book have multiple narrators as well? 

BB I’m glad you chose that chapter and title. It’s a 
good place to speak about how my books and 

stories are born. They are the children of all the books, 
comic books, movies, and songs I’ve read, watched, and 
listened to. “Mixing memory and desire” is a line from 
T. S. Eliot’s “The Waste Land.” Then Salinger, with-
out crediting Eliot, used that line in “A Perfect Day for 
Bananafish,” and then I used it as a chapter title in Broken 
Sleep without crediting either of them. 

I like to think they believed, as I do, that memory and 
desire are twin pillars of creativity. Memory, as we know, 
is quite fallible, but our personal and collective memories 
are what we draw on to make art. No one creates ex nihilo. 
Desire has many possibilities: for love, power, money, sex, 
appetite, revenge, and on and on. For good and evil. 

This new book has multiple narrators. Actually, in 
my head, it doesn’t just have multiple narrators, it has 
multiple authors. I’ll let that difference remain a mystery 
for now . . .

What is your definition of truth, of emotional truth?

BB That is, perhaps, the ultimate question and an 
extremely delicate one, especially in these dark 

times of alternative facts and retrogressive attitudes. 
I want to make a distinction between fact and truth. 

Two plus two equals four is a fact. But Schrodinger’s cat 
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F I C T I O N

DAISY LANE
JAI CHAKRABARTI

When Shira first heard about Daisy Lane, she 
experienced a moment of bliss before Harold argued away 
any notions of charitable grandeur. There would be no 
daisies on Daisy Lane, and the orphanage, named after 
the street, would repulse them. They would wish to leave 
as soon as they’d arrived, he’d proclaimed, but still they’d 
come, having f lown across the world, largely due to the 
breadth and force of her desire to bring into their life—
what had not come after years of trying naturally—a child 
of their own.

She was more frightened than repulsed when Ravi, the 
orphanage’s main caretaker, answered the door, surrounded 
by several of his curious children, a few toddlers toddling 
and two teenage boys sporting pencil moustaches, and 
though she could see in the room of peeling paint, in the 
discord of broken toy parts, the sheets hanging off cribs 
stained a perennial yellow, all artifacts of what would make 
Harold right, she did not look away.

“Your future son is sleeping,” Ravi said. “May I offer 
you something to drink?”

“We’re fine, thank you,” Harold said. He’d convinced 
her to avoid all food or drink that they themselves hadn’t 
brought from America or purchased from their four-star 
hotel. Except tea was all right. She’d read that in the 
Everything India guidebook. She didn’t say no when Ravi 
offered again, even though Harold gave her a look like he’d 
wring the clay cup from her hands. Now in the twelfth 
year of their marriage, they should have entered a phase 

of steady sweetness; instead, they’d begun to quarrel over 
the right sort of wine, politics, and even what to name 
their child. So common, but still. After a first year of 
ecstasy that included the muddy pits of Woodstock ’69, in 
an age when no one compromised on love, her marriage 
now stood on arthritic knees. No affairs, no extraordinary 
fights, just a malaise developed over the years. They’d 
married in their early twenties, so it was hard to find 
anyone to blame. A child could save the bones, illumine 
their house and gazebo with unfettered love. But she would 
need to lead them out of the fog.

“I want to see my baby,” Shira said.
“If you don’t mind, madam, Boone is sleeping—

shall I wake him?” Ravi asked. He had a strange way of 
pronouncing their chosen name, more like Bon. 

The first time they’d met Ravi was at a farmer’s market 
in Woodstock. Ravi had stitched together a little stall, 
peddling the agency as if adopting a child were like buying 
the perfect orange. Still, there was something comforting 
about his manner. He was from the north of India and had 
eyes as green as her own.

“Let him sleep,” she now said, trying to cull her 
anticipation. She’d waited four months and now could wait 
the length of a nap. She released herself from the company 
of the two men to wander the main room of the orphanage. 
There was a single large window that brought in the smell 
of the sewage that was piled above the clogged gutters, but 
the light through the grills of the window was beautiful. 
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