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character doesn’t yet realize. I think it heightens the  
mystery and drama of the storytelling and adds 
depth to how that character processes a situation 
and looks out at the world. 

How do the different points of view interact? Are 
there any deliberate steps you took during writing 
or revision to make sure different chapters spoke 
to or against each other?

The concepts I built that drive the story help me 
set the rules of engagement in how the characters 
interact. Each chapter that frames a character is 
conceptually driven and I can therefore move them 
around in my mind to set them against each other 
or create symmetry between them. For instance, the 
watery blue realm of Nephthys in her car is set against 
the fiery red realm of her brother. I like my stories to 
read like a hologram—where depending on how the 
reader “turns” there are complementary or opposing 
scenes, tones, and themes. Similarly, the chapter 
circumstance is the looking glass through which a 
character sees and experiences the happenings in 
the book (murder, molestation, searching, running, 
reconnecting, discovery). But I use the conceptual 
themes of the story and the various character arcs as 
my compass for how the storytelling is constructed 
and what drives each plot line to its end. 

How do you maintain such a consistent tone 
throughout? When did the tone form in the writing 
process?

I usually set the tone of a story from the onset of 
the concepts that inspire me to write the story. I am 
very image driven in my storytelling. In Creatures 
of Passage, the color spectrum was also part of the 
tone—with varying shades of blue being the pre-
dominant because our story’s heroine is a cab driver 
of sorts, ferrying people around the “waters” of life. 
Language can be a tremendous aid in setting tone. 
For example, the “symbiotic language of twins” in 
the book is the Gullah language of the Sea Islands of 
Georgia and Carolinas where two of the characters 
come from. I also used a specific taxonomy to invoke 
tone and connotation throughout, where the White 
House is described as the “Acropolis,” the country 
as “the territories,” and the surrounding states and 
counties are “kingdoms and fiefdoms.” 

All the characters are living through and/or inflict-
ing trauma, ranging from the everyday to violent. 
As a writer, how do you craft scenes of trauma 
that explore but don't exploit these occurrences? 

What makes good writing about trauma?

I think with writing trauma, the author has to decide 
when the eye stares, blinks, or turns away. I have 
found that adding trauma in specific places and cut-
ting the trauma scene off at a very precise moment or 
“fading to black” can heighten the effect when read 
because the reader then fills in the rest of the “hap-
pening” with his/her own imagination based on the 
clues they’ve already been given. At the same time, 
I chose specific chapter scenes where the unblinking 
eye is trained on what the act conveys within the 
larger context of the characters’ lives and the story. 
To me, that mix between the said and unsaid, shown 
and not shown, is where the reader bears witness to 
trauma with more layers and nuance—which can 
actually “feel” even more ominous and terrible, and 
perhaps give deeper understanding to the scope of 
the trauma and what it means within the story.

Finally, what’s one piece of advice you’d give to 
someone working on their first novel?

As you write that novel, realize that there is no “writ-
ing life.” There’s just your life and how writing fits 
into it. There’s only your story and how you tell it. 
Hammering at your book may not be easy but realize 
it’s worth the fight because only you can make it the 
story it’s meant to be. And that means you’ve got to 
be willing to climb that mountain when you sit down 
to write. Every word. Every day. 

Ahead of our Craft Happy Hour chat with Steven  
Leyva, we talked with him about the journey 

from manuscript to publication, working with a 
small co-op press, and the importance of finding a 
writing community. This interview has been edited 
for style and clarity.

EH: I remember your Cafe Musé reading a little 
over a year ago, and you mentioned that you 
were sending out the manuscript for publication—
can you walk me through the process of creating 
this book? How long have you been working on 
these poems? How long was the manuscript out 
for submission?

SL: The earliest poems in this manuscript were written 
around seven years ago. And there were several things 
that I experienced or that I had the opportunity to 
participate in during that time. One of the things 
that I was doing at the time is that I had finished my 
Cave Canem fellowship. Some of the poems in the 
manuscript began at the Cave Canem retreat. 

I also was able to go for a month to the Vermont 
Studio Center and do a residency up there, so there 
are many poems in the manuscript that I wrote 
while I was in Vermont. And that was great. There 
was a whole community of writers and visual artists 
all interacting with one another. It was definitely 
one of those things where the environment was so 
stimulating that I know I carried that back when I 
went to my studio there to write. A lot of that energy 
was already churning and it helped me to produce a 
lot of new work.

I would say that in terms of sending it out, I 
probably sent it out in this current form for about 
two years. I resisted some changes that were actually 
really important changes that came from feedback 
from mentors and friends that really helped me to 
kind of get over the hump. Some of it was just I was 
probably letting my frustration with the book not 
being selected affect my ability to see where it could 
grow and get better. It was a semifinalist for the  
New Issues Press first book prize, so there were a 
couple of things like that happening in between 
that were affirming, but nothing is as affirming as 
someone telling you yes to your manuscript, so I was 
really excited when I got the call from Washington 
Writers' Publishing House. 

Right, it’s kind of like getting those warm rejection 
letters where it’s nice that it isn’t a straight 
rejection, but you really wanted that acceptance.

Yeah, rhetorically it's the same. We tell ourselves 
the narratives to not fall into despair. But really 
I think what might actually be more useful, and 
obviously I'm not a counselor or a psychologist, but 
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something that’s been useful for me is to simply 
acknowledge that the narrative of having “tough 
skin” is a failed one. You can't have tough enough 
skin. A rejection is always going to affect you. So 
why not just let it affect you a little bit so that you 
can move on? Rather than pretending that there 
are these strata or hierarchy of rejections. Just 
feel what you gotta feel and keep moving. I’m not 
trying to set up anything prescriptive for anyone, 
rather that that’s a paradigm shift that helped me 
as the rejections piled up. Although there weren’t 
an overwhelming amount of them. I probably under-
submitted, I would say.

You mentioned kind of resisting some changes 
to the manuscript that maybe ended up helping 
it get accepted. Could you talk about that 
transformation in yourself, as a writer?

I don’t know that there’s a direct relationship 
between the changes I made and the acceptances, but 
I do know that the manuscript overall was better, so 
we might draw that correlation. Essentially, what I 
think I had to let go of is a narrative that I did it all 
on my own. There's a pervasive and kind of insidious 
sort of thing to be able to say, whether implicitly or 
explicitly, that “I did it all out of my own genius” 
or, you know, “it was my great ideas, it was my hard 

work, I just stuck at it” and sometimes obscuring the 
ways that people have helped you. 

I think that people were trying to say things like 
“Hey, I think you should change these section titles.” 
I had all these Greek theatre terms for section titles 
and several folks giving me feedback were like “I don’t 
know if these are the right ones, here are some reasons 
why.” I had a friend, Cynthia Manick, who’s got a 
fantastic book Blue Hallelujahs, who sort of reached 
out to me and said, “Hey, I’ll give you a manuscript 
review for free because I can tell that you're really 
in the weeds with this.” And she made some similar 
suggestions that I’d heard before, but I think I had 
begun the process of not being afraid to ask for help 
and not sort of trying to guard my own ego there. 
Ultimately, I said to myself I would rather have the 
book picked up than I would have the narrative that I 
did it on my own.

I don’t need the sort of false, fi erce independence, 
you know? Community helped me, which is I 
think mostly true for how many people get their 
manuscripts picked up. They get introduced to an 
editor at a party. Somebody recommended them. 
They met somebody at a retreat. It's a lot of that 
interpersonal interaction that, from the outside, 
can sometimes be deformed into a sort of nepotism, 
like everything is this rigged system, but it really 
isn’t that. I think the better way to say it is that 
relationships play a role in the way that people fi nd 
your work. So you can’t be an asshole and then 
expect that to somehow not play a role in how people 
fi nd and engage with your work. 

So I was kind to people, I'm a generally affable and 
kind person, so it wasn't really that. It just simply 
was that I think I might have been trying to manage 
my frustrations by holding tight to this value of 
wanting people to see my hard work rather than 
letting the previous work of relationships help me to 
do hard work. 

I’m thinking, too, about the structure the 
Washington Writers' Publishing House has, that 
kind of co-op where previously published authors 
help run the press, and how that forms its own kind 
of community. What was the process like working 
with them as a publisher and seeing the book go 
from accepted to now printed?

It’s really been a dream working with Washington 
Writers' Publishing House. They’ve been very, very 

good to me. One of the things I think that the co-op 
and collective structure of the press allows for is 
that I had a lot of autonomy in making some choices 
about the book that at another press I might not 
have had. 

For example, I got to pick my own cover designer and 
I chose to work with someone who I knew from grad 
school whose work I really, really enjoyed. His name 
is Andrew Sargus Klein, and he works for the Enoch 
Pratt Free Library here in Baltimore City. Being 
able to have a dialogue with somebody who I already 

had a relationship with I think helped the process of 
getting a cover that I thought was unique and 
representative of the book and interesting and kind 
of evoked curiosity.

The idea that everybody on the press who’s working 
in an editorial role is also a published author on the 
press I think lends itself to allowing for greater 
autonomy to happen along the production process. 

But also I just got really good and attentive editorial 
feedback about how to polish the manuscript from 
what I submitted and what was selected for the Jean 
Feldman Poetry Prize into what became the fi nal 
thing we sent to the printer. There was just a lot 
of wisdom I think born of a deep and sincere belief 
in the artistry of the book, not simply in just how 
much money the book might make. Which for poetry 
is always nebulous anyway. 

They believed in the poems, and I knew that that 
belief was born out of their own engagement with 
writing poems themselves and writing fi ction. I 
couldn't have been happier. They were excellent to 
work with and the right fi t for my quirky little book 
and my sensibility. It felt like an easy home to be 
welcomed into, and I felt very welcomed at every 
stage of the process. 
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THE UNDERSTUDY’S HANDBOOK is a collection of beautifully detailed, emotionally 
lush poems that comprise a portrait of a life, a bi-racial life, an American life. These 
are smart, evocative poems that invite the heart and prime the head to reconcile 
the intricacies of our individual lives with the history that has brought us all to this 
moment in America. There is sweet humor here and a simmering interrogation of 
what is past and what may come. This book helps me remember why I fell in love 
with poetry in the first place. 

TIM SEIBLES, author of Fast Animal

THESE BRILLIANT POEMS stun the page, stitching a story both of heritage and 
invention, both looming and intimate. Leyva’s rich language is a festival, gracefully 
navigating the space between history and what it makes of us. This collection marks 
the emergence of an important new voice, and is a joy to read, and re-read.

ZAKIA HENDERSON-BROWN, author of What Kind of Omen Am I

IN HIS BOOK, Steven Leyva strips off the mask of the history’s parade in order to 
give an account of familial intimacy with all of its love, hurt, and worship; he strips 
off the mask of a Louisiana home in order to expose the wound of a Creole exile. 
Leyva’s language will surprise you, see you, move you, and heal you, as it speaks 
candidly and tenderly to the troubled American heart. To read this book is to join a 
journey of a great heart driven by its own music from the exile of American geography 
to the exile of the English language. 

VALZHYNA MORT, author of Music for the Dead and Resurrected 
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A rejection is always 
going to aff ect you. So 
why not just let it aff ect 
you a little bit so that 
you can move on? 

—Steven Leyva
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