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As a writer who teaches in a creative 
writing program at a state university, and 
the coeditor of three anthologies of con-
temporary writing, I read a lot of stories. 
Many of the stories currently being pub-
lished in top magazines and journals are 
exquisitely crafted, but the stories I care 
most about—the stories I teach and return 
to again and again—are those that feel 
absolutely necessary. These stories linger, 
challenge, and unsettle me. In my work-
shops, I emphasize deep explorations of 
character, the fictional striving after the rendering of a complex human 
being. Enter Matthew Lansburgh’s gorgeous, harrowing, and occasion-
ally punch-to-the-gut funny Outside Is the Ocean, selected by Andre 
Dubus III as the winner of the 2017 Iowa Short Fiction Award. 

I first came across Lansburgh’s work when I read his story “Enormous 
in the Moonlight” in Issue 100 of Glimmer Train. It was mid-October, 
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2017, and I needed a sign that, in these politically fraught and divisive 
times, fiction still matters. Within days, I had read Lansburgh’s book 
and began talking about his stories in my advanced fiction workshop. I 
had my class read the fourth story from his collection (“House Made 
of Snow”), a narrative with mythic or fairytale elements that presents 
a portrait of the collection’s protagonist, Stewart, as a young child. In 
the story, Stewart is forced to read “Hansel and Gretel” aloud to his 
father late one night, and, when he stumbles on some of the words, his 
father’s anger unleashes a series of terrifying yet magical events. “House 
Made of Snow” helped me to understand more fully “Enormous in 
the Moonlight,” a story that explores loneliness and betrayal and guilt, 
with large chunks told in flashback, something that, as all writers know, 
can be difficult to pull off. Here again we meet Stewart—a professor 
of English literature now in his fifties, who lives alone in Boston, and 
whose parents, from whom he was estranged, are dead. At this point, 
Stewart’s life is bleak: he’s been single since his former boyfriend 
dumped him over a decade ago, he spends his afternoons cruising for 
sex online, and he’s consumed with guilt for how he treated his mother, 
Heike, during the final years of her life. Just a few pages in, Stewart 
seems to have hit rock bottom:

In ten days it will be Thanksgiving, then Christmas and New Year’s. 
He finds it all dreadful. The holiday music, the candy canes in grocery 
store aisles, the fabricated excitement. For a while, after Luis moved 
back to Texas, people in Stewart’s department took pity on him and 
invited him over to their homes for turkey and cranberry bread and 
stuffing and eggnog. It wasn’t much, but it was something. Then the 
invitations tapered off until, eventually, they stopped altogether. Not 
that it really matters. In the end, when all is said and done, doesn’t 
everyone end up alone?

The loneliness that defines Stewart’s life is a loneliness many of 
us have faced at points in our lives. Stewart’s alienation, his visceral 
need for some connection with another human being—through fleet-
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ing sexual encounters or otherwise—makes him, in many ways, what 
poet Stanley Plumly would call archetypal. Stewart may not always 
be likeable—who is?—but over the course of the collection he becomes 
someone I cared about deeply, thanks to Lansburgh’s craft and em-
pathy. It comes as little surprise, then, that Andre Dubus III wrote 
the following: “Matthew Lansburgh has a keen eye and ear, and he 
puts them to great use in this lovely and, frankly, mesmerizing linked 
collection that explores, among other things, the tenuous tie between 
mother and son, between the Old World and the New, between what 
was and what is. Outside Is the Ocean is a gem.” Dubus’s statement 
speaks to the archetypal heart within the characters we come to know 
and care about. Intimately. As I myself wrote in a recent review of 
Lansburgh’s book in Salamander, part of the reason Outside Is the 
Ocean affected me so deeply is the book is “keenly self-aware, bracing, 
and heartbreaking, but also funny in the way that philosophy-infused 
comedy can be funny.” I recently had the opportunity to have a con-
versation with Matthew via email.

I found the essays you published in Glimmer Train Bulletins 129 and 132 
fascinating. In “Writing About Family: Advice, Second Thoughts, Xanax, 
and a Note to My Mom,” you distill your process and the growth and deep-
ening of Outside Is the Ocean by stating that initially you drew heavily 
from your own life. Yet “with each successive revision, [your] drafts became 
less autobiographical and more fictional.” You note that you retained the 
emotional core of seminal events but fabricated the scenes and circumstances. 
Would you take us through this process with one of the stories, or even one 
of the scenes or characters in the collection?

Scanning through the collection now, I see that fewer than half 
of the stories are based on, or include scenes based on, actual events 
from my life. The stories that did grow out of biographical moments 
come mostly from early in the collection’s chronology—for example, 
“California,” “House Made of Snow,” “Gunpoint,” and “The Lure,” 
which probably went through the most drafts. I spent many years 
reworking the primary elements of “The Lure”: trying to figure 
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out exactly how to start and end the story. From the first itera-
tion, it was always a story about a mother who walks her renter’s 
dog without permission. Early on, I knew Stewart didn’t want to 
accompany his mother on her misguided errand; he insisted that she 
was being transgressive in her desire to walk Banjo and eventually 
allowing him to go off leash, when Stewart and his mother reach 
the “expanse of asphalt surrounded by manicured lawns and glass 
buildings full of people minding their own business.”

Elements in the narrative that changed over time as I revised 
include: weaving in Stewart’s memory of the Yugoslavian with 
washboard abs from the Lure (meant to serve as a counterpoint 
to the main narrative, echoing Heike’s efforts to control Stewart 
and violate the boundaries of the people around her); Stewart’s 
memories of his mother when he was a child (to shed more light 
on other sides of her personality and to provide a more nuanced 
sense of their relationship’s history); the introduction of the clasp 
as a symbol; the arrival of Heike’s renter Linda Montgomery at the 
story’s end to add a more definitive climax. In real life, my mother 
did have a renter with a dog that my mother walked occasionally, 
but I never accompanied her on these walks and none of these 
walks ever resulted in encounters with feral skunks, assaults with 
bags of candy canes, or threats to call the police!

It sounds like the process of revision for you, at least with respect to this 
story, was about shaping the narrative structure and increasing the stakes?

I find that’s true for many of my stories. I’ll start with the kernel 
of an idea—some event from my life, something I read, or maybe 
something I noticed while walking down the street—and then 
begin the process of trying to excavate meaning (excavate story) 
out of that starting point. So much of revision for me is about 
figuring out how to develop the narrative strands that flow from 
the event or moment in time or situation that serves as my start-
ing point. Figuring out the best configuration of those strands, the 
best organization, the best shape is the challenge. And, of course, 
it’s never easy.
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I like your use of kernel here as it suggests immense potential already 
encased or present in an element that needs water or heat to activate the 
process. In your discussion of “The Lure” above, you emphasize the elements 
of beginnings and endings, and the process of finding and engaging them. 
Could you speak to this process a bit more? Many writers spend a great 
deal of time finding a beginning. A few, I know, actually write the ending 
first, though that ending tends to be more of a placeholder, or a point on a 
map, one that evolves via the writing and revision process.

This is something I think about a lot. In general, I find begin-
nings easier than endings, maybe because the stakes are lower at 
this point in the process: if I come up with an idea for a story 
and start writing, but the sentences feel flat or uninspiring, I’ll 
usually abandon the project, since I haven’t invested much time 
yet. More often than not, however, I come up with an idea and 
an opening that I’m drawn to and things flow easily for the first 
few pages. It’s often at that point that things start to feel more 
difficult. I guess it’s a bit like running a marathon: by mile five 
or ten, I’m exhausted or uncertain, but once I’m able to push 
through the middle I get a second wind. By the time I approach 
the end, I’m usually so excited to be getting close to finishing 
that I start to rush.

One of my biggest challenges is to slow down and not force things 
to conclusion. When editors or readers give me comments on a 
story, one of their notes is usually about the ending. They frequently 
urge me to spend time expanding it or fleshing out the implications 
more fully. In the title story of my collection, for example, the edi-
tors at Ecotone pushed me to add another section to add complexity 
and dimension to the story’s antagonist Tazik. Once they suggested 
this, I was able to rewrite the ending fairly easily, but I needed the 
push in this direction.

When it comes to revising beginnings, I find the biggest chal-
lenge is making sure, once the first draft of a story is finished, that 
the beginning I was excited about early on still works. In the case 
of “The Lure,” I ended up spending years tweaking the beginning 
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and trying out different alternatives because the story’s setup is so 
crucial. There were so many key facts that needed to be established, 
and figuring out how to present those data points in the right way 
was difficult. Telling readers too much information early on is, of 
course, deadly—you risk overwhelming them and obliterating the 
most important ingredients of a good story: magic and momentum. 

One of the things I most enjoy in stories I’m working on these 
days is figuring out how to add a sense of mystery to a story’s 
opening—without making readers so confused they’ll get frus-
trated and stop reading. Figuring out what information to pro-
vide and what information to withhold is an incredibly exciting 
challenge. It’s like a puzzle I create for myself to solve. I feel like 
Alice Munro’s story “Runaway” tackles this problem in interest-
ing and unexpected ways. I’ve studied how she parses out (and 
withholds) information in that story for years, the way she creates 
small mysteries to generate momentum and keep our curiosity 
piqued. She’s such a master.

Munro is among my favorite contemporary writers and that entire book—
Runaway—is astonishing. I think most good openings create some mystery 
or raise some kind of question that the reader wants answered. The stories 
in your book do that. I’m thinking now, for example, of “The Sky and the 
Night,” whose first lines, interestingly, echo the title of “The Lure” and also 
raise a number of questions in the reader’s mind: 

The dog’s name was Marydog, named after the woman Ray loved, 
a dancer from Lubbock, Texas, who he swore was the most graceful 
creature he’d ever set eyes on. The Airedale was meant to lure the 
woman, his love, the angelic being he could not live without, back 
home: to coax her, if not to stay permanently, then at least to visit 
him for a time. 

That opening’s rhythm and your use of for a time, which opens up our 
concept of things enormously, making us wonder about the mysterious dancer 
who keeps leaving Ray. Who is she, why she’s so elusive, and why does Ray 
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love her so much? I’d like to know how you arrived at this opening, and 
perhaps engage the haunting subtlety of the story’s close?

Oh, I wish I knew the answers to those questions, Jacqueline! So 
much of the writing process—at least for me—is pure mystery. I 
rarely set out to write a certain kind of story; usually an idea or a 
sentence, or some opening words, just come to me when I’m walking 
down the street or making a sandwich or doing the dishes. Often 
I’ll get out a scrap of paper and jot the words down or send myself 
a text. Sometimes I’ll stop what I’m doing entirely and write out a 
page or two then and there. I guess it’s what some people describe 
as having a visit from the muse.

Was your decision to use the word lure in the opening I quoted above 
to “The Sky and the Night” also based on instinct or was it intended to 
evoke the previous story in any way?

Pure instinct: that particular echo wasn’t intentional at all, but 
the parallels in the stories’ themes—the yearning that Heike and 
Stewart and Ray all express in different ways for love and connec-
tion, the isolation and loneliness they each feel, wasn’t accidental. 
These are themes that appear in many of the stories in Outside Is 
the Ocean. I suppose it would be trite to say these are feelings I’ve 
grappled with, because the fact is, at some level, we all grapple 
with them.

Your use of the word parallels seems important structurally and likely 
central to pushing through the middle without hurrying the close. As for the 
grappling with individual experience or feelings that inevitably speak to the 
collective, that is art’s responsibility, I believe. 

Yesterday, a man who isn’t terribly literate came to do some work on my 
property. He used a phrase, in great earnestness, that speaks to this grap-
pling. He talked about the fact that God gives the most challenges to those 
who can handle them. He is convinced of that truth. I’m not so sure, but 
grappling with the need for love and connection, as well as isolation and 
loneliness, are, of course, central to the human condition. In your own read-
ing, are there stories, plays, or poems that particularly speak to these feelings, 
and especially to the wrestling with them? Immediately Woolf’s To the 
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Lighthouse comes to mind as well as Elizabeth’s Strout’s Abide with Me. 
Poetry’s short list definitely includes Stanley Plumly, Natasha Trethaway, 
Keats, and Elizabeth Bishop, and then there is Shakespeare, especially the 
late romances. What are your most abiding sources here?

I think that many of my favorite books explore this issue in one 
way or another. Remains of the Day is probably at the top of the list: 
Ishiguro’s portrait of Stevens’s loneliness and isolation is heartbreak-
ing for me. He is, without a doubt, one of my favorite characters 
of all time. The protagonist of Elizabeth Strout’s Olive Kitteridge 
is another powerful example of a character who struggles to find 
connection to those around her. In some ways that book served as 
a kind of model for Outside Is the Ocean.

Ishiguro is one of my favorite contemporary writers as well, though I came 
to Remains of the Day first via the film. There is immense restraint in 
his work, or at least in the novels and stories I have read. Strout, too, is a 
writer of restraint. Abide with Me is among my most beloved novels, and 
I also admire Olive Kitteridge. The inner life is central to these writers, 
as it is to your work. Yet your approach feels quite different. 

I haven’t read Abide with Me yet, but given what you’ve just said, 
I’m moving it to the top of my list. I agree that Outside Is the Ocean 
feels quite different from Olive Kitteridge and especially Remains of 
the Day (and not just because Ishiguro and Strout are two of the 
most gifted and accomplished writers working today!). I’m not 
sure I have enough distance from my work to be able to discuss it 
objectively, but I do think one of the key differences is probably that 
Outside Is the Ocean feels a bit rawer, and certainly exhibits much 
less restraint than Remains of the Day. I’m guessing that’s because 
my stories grew out of some complicated, difficult dynamics in 
my own family.

That’s an interesting observation, and I agree: your book definitely packs 
an emotional punch, or several emotional punches. Speaking about the 
complicated, difficult dynamics and emotions in your collection, I’d like to 
ask you about the second Glimmer Train Bulletin essay I mentioned above 
(“Two Birds with One Stone: The Power of Empathy”), which provides 
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an invaluable window not just into the evolution of your book but also your 
growth as a writer and as a human being. In this essay, you discuss the way 
“writing has helped [you] make sense of the web of complex emotions, the 
push-pull, that defines a relationship.” You also recognize the therapeutic 
dimension in your work and the dialectic relationship between your work 
and your life that’s emerged over time. This is powerful: transformative. 
Would you discuss this dialectic relationship in greater depth?

The dialectic relationship I mention in that essay refers to the 
ways in which writing about my parents, especially my mother, has 
occasionally allowed me to see them in a more sympathetic light. 
In early versions of my stories, my parents sometimes came across 
as villains. Raymond cheated on his wife and yelled at his son for 
not being able to read fluently at midnight. Heike was pushy and 
self-centered and prone to manic outbursts.

My first readers urged me to flesh Heike and Raymond out, to 
show their full humanity. As I pushed myself to make the characters 
on the page richer and more nuanced, I found myself occasionally 
trying to bring this same empathy to interactions with my parents in 
real life. This was especially true in the case of my mother. Instead of 
simply becoming irritated with her, I tried—at least sometimes—to 
contextualize things she did that I found off-putting and alienating. 
I wasn’t always successful; I didn’t snap my fingers and transform our 
relationship by merely trying to process situations from a “writer’s 
perspective,” but I did notice my perceptions of her shifting in small 
ways. At times, I saw the comedy in moments where previously I 
might only have experienced frustration.

Sometimes, I tried to think about how she might be perceiving 
my own difficult behavior. On more than one occasion, I stepped 
outside of the situation and thought that what was happening was 
so ludicrous I would need to write about it—I found myself appre-
ciating the moment as something I could mine for literary material 
when I got back to New York. I distinctly remember a few trips to 
California when I would sneak into my room and transcribe things 
my mother had said so that I could capture them word for word.
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I will have to try that approach myself and with my students. I’m glad 
you mentioned your effort to capture your mother’s voice, because I wanted 
to ask you about Heike’s language and in particular her letters to Stewart 
in your book. How did those come about?

I’ve always been fascinated with the way my mother expresses 
herself. She’s a very dynamic, expressive person and, since she grew 
up in Germany, English isn’t her first language. When I first started 
writing stories inspired by her, I tried to capture some of her expres-
sions and syntax on the page. I actually recorded her speaking so 
I could transcribe her sentences and anecdotes and study them. 
She’s a born storyteller, and she always loved having me pull out 
the tape recorder when she told me stories about growing up in 
Germany during the war. In a similar vein, I’ve saved nearly all of 
the letters she’s sent me. When I first started working on Outside Is 
the Ocean, I knew early on that I wanted portions of the book to 
be in Heike’s voice, because people always told me they loved the 
way she expressed herself.

You have definitely captured the voice, not just her diction, but the rhythms 
of her speech, the kinds of sentences she uses. The fact that you recorded 
and then transcribed and studied them suggests an excellent vehicle for 
inhabiting character.

To return to the theme of empathy, which is such an important ingredi-
ent not only in your book but in all good literature, I recently found myself 
looking at the etymology of empathy and was surprised to learn that the 
word is just a century old—that it dates back to 1908, growing out of the 
German Einfühlung—from ein ( in) and Fühlung (feeling)—which 
was coined in 1858 by German philosopher Rudolf Lotze. It is a translation 
of Greek empatheia (passion, state of emotion) and pathos (feeling). 
Etymologies can complicate and enrich our understanding of a word. Do 
you think literature can allow readers to become more empathetic? Your 
narratives and your approach suggest yes.

Without a doubt. I think that is one of the biggest gifts literature 
can give us: the opportunity to try to understand someone else, to 
transcend the confines of our limited universe and identify with 
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another perspective—even if it’s a perspective we might initially 
find distasteful or repugnant. Lolita, for example. By the end of the 
book, we sympathize with, indeed, care about, a convicted pedo-
phile. A more relevant example, given the challenges we face in 
today’s divided America, may be Eudora Welty’s incredible short 
story “Where Is the Voice Coming From,” first published in the 
New Yorker in 1963. Welty’s story, based on the 1963 murder of 
civil rights activist Medgar Evers by Byron De La Beckwith Sr., a 
white supremacist and member of the KKK, provides a first person 
account of Evers’s murder in the killer’s own words. By telling the 
story from the killer’s perspective, Welty humanizes someone we 
might otherwise think is unworthy of our time and attention: we 
encounter a man who is racist and bigoted, a cold-blooded killer, 
but we also begin to understand a human being who is poor, and 
marginalized, and bitter because of the bleakness of his life. The man 
is pathetic and despicable, but he’s also capable of feeling pain and 
humiliation. He can’t afford a car, can’t afford to live on a paved 
street with a proper driveway, has never had his photo taken, has 
nothing but his hatred and a gun. By the end of the story we don’t 
simply despise him—we also pity him.

This reminds me of the former Marine who killed twelve people at the 
country music bar in Thousand Oaks, California, last year. People who com-
mit horrific acts of violence are often dealing with their own, often untreated, 
emotional trauma. It’s interesting to hear your take on Welty’s work, because 
some of the qualities you admire in her story are things I admire in yours—
the effort to create fully realized three-dimensional characters; the effort to 
see the characters as human beings worthy of empathy. 

In Outside Is the Ocean, Stewart’s father, Raymond, plays an important 
role in two of the book’s most violent stories. In the collection’s eponymous 
story, Stewart’s sado-masochistic hookup with a Nigerian businessman is 
punctuated by memories of Raymond. In “The Sky and the Night,” we 
see a different side of Raymond from the side we come across earlier in the 
book—whereas previously Stewart’s father was angry and domineering, in 
this story, Raymond experiences profound desolation. The story ends with a 
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sacrifice that, though not explicit, is chilling. Both of these stories could have 
been highly sensational, but they elude the sensational, and they remind 
me of Henry James, in the treachery of the human relationships or, more 
precisely, in the failures to connect with another human being. How do you 
feel about this comparison?

I must admit that I have never read Henry James…one of the 
many gaps in my literary education! I’m fascinated by your ques-
tion, though, because, frankly, this isn’t a topic I’ve spent a lot of 
time thinking about. I see myself as someone who in real life is 
afraid of violence and who avoids it, so it’s interesting that you’ve 
noticed this theme in my work. This may be divulging too much 
personal information, but I will say that while my father could 
be very sensitive and caring in certain contexts, there were also 
times when he could be quite frightening. He had a bad temper 
and although he was never physically abusive, I spent much of my 
childhood afraid of him. As a result, to this day, I still often fear for 
my safety and well-being. I suppose I must be working through 
some of this fear in my fiction.

Thank you for such an honest, self-aware answer. Many people haven’t 
read James, though he is always in the corridors or in echoing rooms that 
resemble the labyrinth of his mind as well as the late novels. Perhaps in 
time you will find him. 

Outside Is the Ocean and “Latvian Angel” (the story you published 
this year in One Story) both include characters from other cultures. Heike 
is German; Galina, the differently abled orphan whom Heike adopts, is 
from Russia; Stewart’s various lovers are from Eastern Europe, Africa, and 
South America; and the protagonist of “Latvian Angel” is from Latvia. Any 
thoughts on what might be drawing you to characters from other countries 
and characters who have frequently been through traumatic experiences?

Again, you’re noticing a pattern in my work that I haven’t spent 
a lot of time thinking about. It’s possible I like writing about 
outsiders—about people who don’t fit in—because when I was 
growing up, I never felt like I belonged. I’m not sure whether that 
was the result of my being an only child, being raised by a mother 
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from another country, being gay…or simply being a sensitive soul. 
Who knows why it is that some able-bodied white males—the 
kind of people society usually thinks always hold all the proverbial 
cards—end up feeling marginalized? I’m guessing it’s not the kind 
of feeling that can be traced to a single cause. I think some people 
just feel like outsiders, no matter where they find themselves. My 
guess is a lot of those people become, or aspire to become, writers 
or artists of some kind.

Many sensitive people who feel or have felt like outsiders, including 
myself, tend to become writers and artists. Modigliani immediately comes 
to mind, and Woolf too. Elizabeth Strout has spoken to her otherness from 
the summer people who came to Maine when she was a child. I’m guessing 
the list is extremely long.

Without a doubt. I’m thinking of people like Flannery O’Connor 
and James Baldwin and Ocean Vuong and Frida Khalo and Jean-
Michel Basquiat, but I’m guessing that if I knew more about the 
lives of all of my favorite writers and filmmakers and other artists, 
most of them would be on the list—certainly many of my favorite 
LGBTQ artists and artists of color. The interesting thing, I think, 
is that most people probably feel like they are, or have been at cer-
tain points in their lives, outsiders. I think that the fear of being 
separated from those around us, of being rejected by others, is a 
fear that defines much of who we are as Americans. In my experi-
ence, people seem to spend a huge amount of time and emotional 
energy trying to belong, whether it’s by joining communities based 
on common values or shared hatreds, or striving to create a sense 
of kinship and/or family, or simply buying the right clothes and 
accoutrements.

I agree with you, and I won’t get us sidetracked into politics here, but 
I’m sure that much of the divisiveness in our country today grows out of 
a sense that so many people have that they don’t belong—that they’ve 
been marginalized or pushed aside or drowned out. This ties into the core 
message many politicians try to use to their advantage in promoting their 
agendas and platforms.



   335Fall 2019

INTERVIEW WITH MATTHEW LANSBURGH

I want to end our discussion on a lighter note, however, and talk a bit 
about humor. Although Outside Is the Ocean wrestles with a number of 
traumatic experiences, your most difficult work is often enriched by humor. 
And I’m thinking of humor as kin to philosophy, a vehicle for creating 
distance and perspective. Would you discuss the role you think humor plays 
in your writing? Is it something you strive to achieve?

I’m happy to hear you register the humor in my work. I’m always 
afraid some readers will think I’m just weird!

Maybe humor is a way to arrive at cultural humility, by which I mean 
an understanding and respect for otherness even when it’s challenging. 
Humor, according to Antonya Nelson, operates via incongruous congru-
ity. This resonates in terms of your work, along with the surprise—the 
release—of humor at points of immense tension. Does this strike a chord 
with you?

Yes, humor is something I value. I rarely try to be funny on 
the page, but I definitely see the humor in life, and I have a fairly 
zany sensibility. I think that’s one of the really great qualities I 
inherited from my father. He was someone who loved to play 
practical jokes. At restaurants, when he was in a good mood, he’d 
sometimes roll up bits of bread and put them in his ears or his 
nose, or adopt a strange accent with the waiter or waitress who 
was taking our order. Despite his flaws, he could be a very funny 
person. It was actually one of the ways that he and I connected 
best—joking around, inventing preposterous scenarios. As I grew 
older, I found humor to be an effective way of diffusing tension 
with him and of disarming his anger. In some ways it became a 
coping mechanism.

My father died in 2013, and it’s only in the last few years that 
I’ve begun to appreciate how much his sense of humor shaped me 
and how much this side of his personality meant to me. For a big 
chunk of my life, especially when I was working full-time in the 
corporate world, I did everything possible to blend in. I worked 
hard to say the right thing, the expected thing. I thought that to 
be successful, I needed to be “normal,” and that any time I had a 
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differing opinion or take on a situation, I should try to sublimate 
it—to erase it out of existence. Needless to say, it made life at work 
challenging: the sense that I needed to pretend to be something I 
wasn’t, to pretend to be “professional” always weighed down on me. 
Of course, I learned over time that many people in the corporate 
world are quirky and that it’s often okay to be yourself, and gradu-
ally I’ve come to embrace my own sensibility. Last year I published 
a story in Shenandoah about a guy who has a skewed sense of the 
universe. He’s fired from his corporate job and ends up working 
at Chipotle, where he engages in all sorts of antisocial behavior. 
Writing that story was really fun because it allowed me to tap into 
a side of myself and a view of the universe that is, without a doubt, 
not normal.

The story in question (“Hanky-Panky”) is indeed hilarious, but the humor 
in this story is quite different from the humor in Outside Is the Ocean. 
I’m struck by how different it is from the tone of your book. It’s exciting 
to see you working in this new register here, and Karl is such a memorable 
character. It seems like you had fun writing it. I take a lot of comfort in the 
kind of quirkiness and absurdity you captured in this narrative.

Humor requires spontaneity as well as the ability to shift gears from bleak-
ness to despair to laughter. May I ask you to talk about the relationship 
between comedy and the shift in your perspective toward your mother you 
mentioned earlier? Is there a connection there? We talked about empathy. 
I’m wondering whether humor can be another way that we can try to forge 
connections between people instead of division.

Sadly, I think humor was a more effective tool in overcom-
ing barriers in my relationship with my father than it’s been 
in my relationship with my mother, though there are certainly 
moments when my mother does something funny and we laugh 
together, and it feels, to use a cliché, like the cloud that some-
times hangs over our relationship lifts. Laughing with someone 
else, especially someone with whom you’ve experienced chronic 
tension or dysfunction, can be such a powerful, rejuvenating  
experience. 
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In some ways, I think comedy can free the self from the prison of self, or 
from the self’s experience. It can shift our perspective and our way of look-
ing at the world.

I like that. That’s profound and well put, Jacqueline. That might 
even be the perfect place to end our conversation.  
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