
IN THE LAST TWO years, fi ction writ-
ers Saher Alam and Marshall 
Klimasewiski have published 
three books, despite an even 
greater — and more time- and 
energy-consuming — achieve-
ment: their son, Aziz, who turned 
two in May.

“A friend told us his wife was 
writing a book, went into labor, 
stopped in midsentence, and 
didn’t fi nish that sentence until 
four years later,” says Alam 
(GRS’98). “That put such a fright 
into me that I got as much done 
before the due date as possible, 
feeling the keyboard getting a 
longer and longer reach away.”

Klimasewiski (GRS’93), 
whose novel, The Cottagers 
(Norton, 2006), “came out more 
or less the same time Aziz did,” 
was fi nishing a story collec-
tion as the birth approached. 
“Then, in that fi rst three or four 

months, it seemed like a foreign 
country we went to, where we 
didn’t speak the language,” he 
says. “One thing I remember 
doing in that country is giving a 
reading on very little sleep. It’s a 
smudged memory.”

When Aziz was born, in 2006, 
his parents put writing aside. 
“I didn’t intend to; I just didn’t 
have time to return to the book,” 
Alam says. “There was one 
chapter that I really needed to 
think about a lot and rewrite, 
and that’s what I didn’t get to 
do until September. I think that 
was useful, to read it with fresh 
eyes, even though those eyes 
were pretty weary.”

Now they write during nap 
time and while the other tends 
Aziz. “We both have trusted 
readers with whom we ex-
change manuscripts, but the 
fi rst exposure is usually to 

each other,” says Klimasewiski, 
who also teaches at Washing-
ton University in St. Louis. “We 
like each other’s work a lot, 
which means if the other per-
son really doesn’t like what 
you’ve just showed them, you 
can be pretty sure you won’t 
either, shortly.”

Alam and Klimasewiski 
met in 1998 as creative writing 
fellows at Emory University. 
“Both of us were at the same 
stage: prebook,” Alam says. 
Klimasewiski adds, “We did 
months and months of talking 
shop before we exchanged the 
fi rst romantic words.”  

The arranged marriage at 
the core of Alam’s novel, The 
Groom to Have Been (Spiegel & 
Grau, 2008), may seem about 
as romantic as shoptalk. Nasr, 
son of Indian immigrants to 
Canada, and his fi ancée have 
barely spoken when their ex-
tended families launch prepa-
rations for multiple elaborate 
wedding events. But they “come 
from a tradition in which this 
route to marriage contains all 
the romance within imagina-
tion,” Alam says. Amid the fren-
zied planning, disagreeing, com-
promising, anticipating, and 
shopping, in which they are 
largely uninvolved, this twenty-
fi rst-century couple achieve 
more private time than their 
parents had managed, largely 
via cell phone.  

Why, despite a successful 
New York career and a thirty-
something social life, has Nasr 
complied with his parents’ 
desires? The novel is, fi nally, 
about “cultural fi delity,” says 
Alam (she calls herself “Indian 
and Muslim by inheritance”). 
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Three Books 
and a Baby 
FOR THESE NEW PARENTS, 
NAP TIME IS WRITING TIME

Marshall 

Klimasewiski and  

Saher Alam, at 

home with their 

son, Aziz.  
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The course of Nasr’s romance, 
running no smoother than any 
other, offers a new defi nition of 
true love.

Klimasewiski also writes of 
love. At the center of Tyrants 
(Norton, 2008), both organiza-
tionally and conceptually, is the 
wry title story, with Stalin and 
Beria as love’s victims. Flanking 
“Tyrants” are separate sets of 
contemporary linked stories, 
generally about ordinary men 
and the occasional woman 
tyrannized by love. Opening 
and closing the collection are 
Klimasewiski’s fanciful takes 
on parallel historical events 
that had something of the 
unreal about them: Umberto 
Nobile’s dirigible fl ights over 
the North Pole in the twenties 
and Salomon August Andrée’s 
similar quest by balloon three 
decades earlier. “The other side 
of love, of course, is isolation,” 
Klimasewiski says. “That those 
two things are in opposition, in 
a push-and-pull throughout the 
book, is something I recognized 
as I was writing the stories and 
then thinking about how they 
would fi t into a book.” 

It’s become diffi cult for one 
parent to write while the other 
occupies Aziz at home. “He 
has some sheepdog in him: we 
have to be herded together,” 
Klimasewiski says. Both are 
working on their next book, 
hers a collection of stories about 
people from Lucknow, India, 
her parents’ hometown, and 
their children; his, a novel that 
“feels like a departure, different 
enough to be interesting to me.” 
Just like fatherhood.
NATALIE JACOBSON MCCRACKEN

FICTION AND POETRY
 
CHAMELEON HOURS
ELISE PARTRIDGE (GRS’92)
UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO PRESS
Partridge’s poems are some-
times based on images so imag-
inative they seem inevitable.  
Having read “In the Barn,” I 
will always visualize frogs as 
sitting “. . . elbows-out,/inscru-
table, a drowsy magistrate/
hearing a plea . . .” Elsewhere 
the details, clean, precisely 

selected, require no such elabo-
ration. At the

Grocery — checkstand
pair of hands;
staring down, 
. . .

schooled to please
customers shifting 
foot to foot —
Good morning, ma’am!
Block of lard,
celery, cola —
barely twenty-one,
no time to scan
— a pack of gum, 
debit card —
a human face,
no moment free
to ask the regular
how she is, 
. . .

Six ears of corn —
worked here three years,
(her mother was
a checker, too)
— frozen pound cake —
no better jobs
except the mill.

NJM

THE DARK OPENS  
MIRIAM LEVINE (CAS’63, GRS’65)
AUTUMN HOUSE PRESS
In art class, “None of us is any 
good at getting a likeness ex-
cept our teacher/whose work 
is technically perfect and life-
less.” Levine’s poetic technique 
is so good that it draws no at-
tention away from her realistic 
scenes and thence from their 
meaning; a woman pregnant, 
not yet showing, sunbathes, 
“Anonymous and alone as I 
would not be for years,/I would 
run my hands over my darken-
ing legs.” NJM

THE DEATH OF THE POEM AND 
OTHER PARAGRAPHS
JUSTIN COURTER (CAS’92)
MAIN STREET RAG
Stream of semiconsciousness, 
surrealistic little prose poems 
that teeter at the edge of mean-
ing, opening with “Can Poultry 
Matter?”

“There was a time in this 
country when grandpa would 
have poultry hour after dinner. 
We would all gather round and 
listen to poultry. People kept 
rows of poultry on shelves now 

fowled by television.” You get 
the idea. NJM

THE MAGIC FLUTE: AN OPERA BY MOZART 
KYRA TEIS (STH’95)  
STAR BRIGHT BOOKS
Mozart’s opera becomes a fairy 
tale in this adaptation, gorgeous-
ly and amusingly illustrated for 
the “bright-eyed six-year-old” 
Teis says she once was. NJM

REMEMBER LOVE
JODY LISBERGER (GRS’91)
FLEUR-DE-LIS PRESS
“And yet you love him, she hears 
herself saying, hating how she 
feels caught between her love 
for herself and her love for him, 
feeling her confusion.” At the 
center of most of these spare, 
insightful stories are women 
confused by confl icting desires 
for love and for the courage to 
speak up in defense of their 
principles, from the woman 
thirty years into her second 
marriage, who wants her hus-
band to get up off that chaise 
lounge on the patio and carry 
out a ladder for her, to the high 
school girl who fi nds a reckless, 
liberating physical freedom. NJM

A TOMB ON THE PERIPHERY
JOHN DOMINI (CAS’74)
GIVAL PRESS
An ancient tomb near Naples, 
despoiled, by defi nition, by the 
arrival of archaeologists, is 
thereby open to the ravages 
of the cop rented to protect it, 
big-time mobsters, illegal immi-
grants perhaps looking only for 
a place to sleep, and freelance 
graverobbers like Fabbrizio, 
himself threatened by all the 
others. Just trying to make a 
dishonest living to support his 
ailing widowed mother and his 
brother (rendered useless by his 
Internet addiction), Fabbrizio’s 
efforts are further complicated 
by the demands of an American, 
high priestess of her own pseu-
domythology, and by the spirit 
of the girl whom the tomb was 
constructed to shelter. NJM

THE WIDENING
CAROL MOLDAW (GRS’86)
ETRUSCAN PRESS
In 103 mostly one-page chap-
ters, this fi rst novel describes 
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