
Part One: BECOMING 

 

Carson to Nancy  

 

Dear Friend, 

  

I read Spider Love Song and Other Stories (Acre Books 2019). I am afraid to review it because 

the heart of this collection feels too big for me to wrap thoughts around. I have reviewed many 

books, but I do not know how to review this one because it meant so much to me. So I am doing 

the thing I know how to do—texting and emailing you my fears and questions in the middle of 

the night. 

  

In this collection, you give voice to Baboochka Survivor of Wars, to Lai and her duck Louise, to 

toothless sexy mountain witch Bea, to people who travel in dreams, to parents who survived 

wars and their child who just wants to get away, to Sophie in her elephant costume, to powerful 

fisherwomen, to spiders and grandmothers and storytellers, to the very last dragon in the world, 

and to so many on the verge of becoming.  

  

You listen to them all and hear them, the same way that as a friend, you've listened to me. You 

lay out their grief and wonder and uncertainties and strengths in a way that I can say, yes, I know 

what that is, that sadness, that invisibility—and then you give them wings, you give them voice, 

you give them roars. You give them their voice back through listening and telling stories, the 

same way you've so often given my voice back to me. 

  

You write, "Fearless is celebrating, honoring, the not knowing. Fearless is knowing that there are 

histories so deep that no matter how hard you listen, you could not possibly translate all that 

another's heritage carries." 

  

A short story collection, an art piece, an email to a friend in the middle of the night—maybe 

these are all inquiries. They ask the same questions: Do I belong here? Can you hear me? Is there 

anybody out there? Is there room in this world for me?  

  

You write, "If you do not know how to swim, you trust that the deep waters will hold you." 

  

This book made me feel held that way, in the dark waters between becoming and belonging.  

  

How did you know to begin listening? 

  



Nancy to Carson  

 

 

Dear Kindness,  

 

When I think of the idea of listening—deep listening, heart listening, 

dream listening—the first thing that comes to mind is this photo of 

you and me horseback riding in West Marin. (Thank you for the most 

incredible birthday gift and gift of friendship that I could ever have 

hoped for in my life!). Like you, when I think of listening, I think of 

friendship. There are so many people in my life who have taught me 

how to listen in different ways. My teachers showed me that listening 

is not just about what's shared, but about what and how ideas are 

received and interpreted. My family showed me that listening 

disrupts egos, helps you to grow. My friendship with you showed me that true listening is magic, 

that it is cures.  

 

I began listening at a young age because I grew up in a large family and struggled with finding 

my voice in times of need (and still do). And because of this, I've often felt invisible. Though this 

sometimes feels like loneliness, there are times I yearn for this invisibility and the listening that 

accompanies it like a devoted shadow, when stillness is the spark that pushes me to create art, to 

speak through my paints and pastels and mosaic tiles and paper collages and written word. As a 

writer, I listen to grow my craft. I have learned to write dialogue after overhearing strangers' 

stories and anecdotes while waiting in line at the grocery store or on the subway. I learned to 

more deeply observe my physical world, to convey through my writing the myriad of colors and 

textures and movements of my natural surroundings. When I think of listening, I think of all the 

unsayables that get translated through tastes, expressions, gestures, the silence that follows grief 

or confusion or heartache. As a writer, listening has given me the space and courage to think 

about the ghosts that hide just below the surface. I often wonder: If I did not write, who would I 

be? If I did not write, would I disappear? If I did not write, would I have any memories? If I did 

not write, would I have found you, dear friend? 

 

  



Part Two: STRENGTH  

 

Carson to Nancy  

 

Dear Teacher,  

 

I woke up thinking about the animals in your collection: the spider love song; the duck your 

character Lai wants to take home from the park and raise with her wife; the horse who died on 

the broken mountain in "The Unfed"; the turtle in "Mom's Desert"; the dog with goggles in the 

sidecar in "Wearing My Skin"; the elephant costume that Sophie wears every single day until she 

becomes an elephant, becoming that elephant because it is safer; the woman named Owl.   

 

You ask us to pay attention to these animals. When they wander into your stories, they make 

people honest, they hold their dreams, they keep them safe. Even a spider love song—a sound so 

quiet you'd have to imagine it—holds a moment of love between two people who are gone.  

 

In this collection, animals are—like many of your characters—both invisible/silent and 

hypervisible/roaring. They are as important as human characters. Sometimes humans become 

animals, boys become bees, a duck is like a child, a girl becomes an elephant, another girl's 

backpack sprouts wings, a couple in an emergency ward become spiders rubbing their filaments 

together—which is to say that you ask us to look beyond anthropocentrism and queer that line 

between human and animal. In Staying with the Trouble, Donna Haraway writes: 

 

The task is to become capable . . . that task is to make kin in lines of inventive connection 

as a practice of learning to live and die well with each other in a thick present. Our task is 

to make trouble, to stir up potent response to devastating events, as well as to settle 

troubled waters and rebuild quiet places . . . staying with the trouble requires learning to 

be truly present, not as a vanishing pivot between awful or edenic pasts and apocalyptic 

or salvific futures, but as mortal critters entwined in myriad unfinished configurations of 

places, times, matters, meanings. 

You remind us that our lives are inextricably linked with the lives of non-humans. And then you 

go one step queerer and shatter the binary:  

[Bernice] remembers tasting her mother's science for the first time, a year after her father 

died, learning that knowledge can be a source of strength, a new way to understand the 

world, a new language in which to speak her grief. She imagines the damselfly in free 

flight, its aerodynamics, its powerful wingbeat, clap and fling . . . her backpack straps lift 

up in the breeze, trembling like slender black wings. 

 

When you teach writing to scientists and people who have forgotten how to write, you ask them 

to imagine themselves with antennae, with feelers, with webs, with fur, and try navigating the 



world differently. I know that what you're conveying is a form of creative empathy you do so 

well: imagining with another's feelers, but it's also a trick that has helped me survive as a human 

in a terrifying, devastating world. I'm wearing my antennae right now.  

 

Do you dream in animal? Do animals dream? Is it so simple that in moments of despair, we 

could imagine ourselves with beetle wings and learn to fly?  



Nancy to Carson  

 

Dear Dream Maker, 

 

Have I ever shown you this drawing? Why does this make me 

sad to see the insects' wings splayed, their pointed antennae 

and mandibles drawn with fine-tipped pens in sharp relief? I 

have always wondered why scientists illustrate these lively 

creatures in their stillness. Maybe scientists are as 

melancholic as writers. Or maybe these bug scientists were 

romantics and their desire to capture the vibrant, translucent 

beauty of the odonates was stronger than their desire to 

preserve life. 

 

I wish that I could dream in animal. I think that I dream in 

human, and write in animal. Maybe it has to do with animals' 

confidence; rhinos have thicker skin than I, cheetahs are 

nimble and swift, owls have sharper vision. Or, maybe writing in animal means that my creatures 

can opine and gossip, detached from the rules and social conventions that govern humans. Or, 

maybe writing in animal lets my humans live their largest lives, both soft and touchable, scaled 

and armored.  

 

I'd like to think that we could imagine away our deepest fears and insecurities. Have you ever felt 

the top of your head where antennae, if we were insects, would sprout? I am terrified of growing 

antennae, constantly sensing and thrumming with the private pain of others. Since the first day 

that I met you, I've admired the genuine and deeply thoughtful way you care for the animals in 

your life, both your loved ones and the fictional characters you craft in your exquisite plays and 

short stories. I'm inspired by how you hold pain up to the light, to examine and reshape it into 

something new.  

 

In your gorgeous story, "Giovanna's Personal Time Vacation" (Joyland magazine), you wrote: 

 

Before leaving, her mother would sometimes reach into a wooden drawer and take out 

several cards soft with age. She dealt them on the table: a pale rider on a pale horse, a 

devil, and one that had nothing on it but red. Stay home, Giovanna. Her mother's wolves 

walked on two legs and were as tall as a man and would eat her from the inside until she 

was just a sheath of skin, a picture of a girl with green eyes. When the front door shut, 

every door and drawer in the house came ajar with the probability of teeth. 

 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?title=Special:Search&limit=500&offset=0&profile=default&search=damselfly+drawing&advancedSearch-current=%7B%7D&ns0=1&ns6=1&ns12=1&ns14=1&ns100=1&ns106=1#/media/File:DruryV1P048AA.jpg
http://www.joylandmagazine.com/regions/west/giovannas-personal-time-vacation


Your writing and teachings have taught me to embrace the stories that the pain tells. I wish for 

every piece that I write to offer "the probability of teeth." I wish for my writing to reach into pain 

the way that your stories do, to allow my fear eat me from the inside in the promise that it will 

feed my imagination. 

 

  



PART THREE: IN/VISIBILITY 

 

Carson to Nancy  

 

Dear Comrade,  

 

Many of the characters in Spider Love Song live with invisibility/hypervisibility, the feeling of 

being the aberrant body in the room, the feeling of being either discarded or hyper-scrutinized for 

being too old, too young, too femme, too weighed down by inherited trauma, too not-white, 

holding too much grief or joy or anger, too bold, too opinionated, too imaginative, too curious.  

 

I want to write to you about grief.  

 

I want to write to you about sadness.  

 

I want to write to you about innumerable bash-your-head-against-a-wall moments you've 

experienced in this cis/heteronormative, ableist, imperialist, capitalist, white-supremacist 

patriarchy, some of which you've told me about, most of which you haven't. 

 

But often there are no words, only silence.  

 

I am holding your book in silence, listening to the quiet between the turning pages.  

 

You have a lot to offer from silence, and from invisibility: you offer textures of silence, of 

wonder. You offer characters who don't speak out loud but find worlds within.  

 

In your craft essay "unsayables and invisibilities," you describe how, as a writer, you explore 

invisibilities. You are talking about all of these things, including living with Bipolar II disorder, 

the loss of your parents, grief, love—but you are also talking to me directly, saying there is an art 

form of making the invisible uninvisible. 

 

I think of your character Babooshka in "she is a battleground," who roars, "she is a person. She is 

sex. She is a useful poison. She is a survivor of wars . . . she is a fighting drive to live, a horror 

heart in wooly slippers." This moment reminds me of another great queer lover, James Baldwin, 

who writes, "Love is battle, love is war." 

 

Love is making these souls uninvisible, as you do. 

 

Are these ghost stories? Are all queer stories in some way ghost stories? 

  

https://www.craftliterary.com/2019/09/10/unsayables-invisibilities-nancy-au/?fbclid=IwAR3YHRbNS0EhtggXFkD4KAA2CcJAFd_Rh0_Eq9-Ep79Df-6cKw3DknbRokA


Nancy to Carson 

 

Dear Espiritu, 

 

I absolutely love how you describe how Spider Love Song and Other 

Stories might be seen as ghost stories. Ghosts are there but not there, 

visible yet invisible, intuitive yet unpracticed, capable specters that are 

like me in the heat of grief or anger or surprise—mouth agape, heart 

pounding, thinking, What just happened?! And before anything can be 

done, the moment flashes past, only to be returned to in dreams or in 

teeth-grinding or gossip.  

 

You described so beautifully how the characters' lives are impacted by 

forces so much larger than themselves—racism, sexism, homophobia, 

ageism—conflicts that stretch throughout history, across physical and 

geographical boundaries. I think of how the elderly and the very young are both visible and 

invisible, ghosts in an egocentric world that honors vitality and proficiency. In writing Spider 

Love Song and Other Stories, I imagined the capacity and capability my characters have to haunt 

their bullies, to enthrall with their unknowable, untouchable, unseeable selves. If ghosts, like 

Baboochka, cannot change the attitudes and actions of the teenage bullies, I like to think of the 

muscles of her imagination, thriving and fighting back, that there are places in her mind and 

body no one else can touch.  

 

I always think about the memories that we've never shared with another soul. There are some 

that I've not had the courage to share with anyone. I think of why and how we keep them hidden, 

how protecting these memories allows them to live inside our imagination in the ways we 

choose, in ways that, sometimes, heal. Hiding memories allows us time to ask questions of 

ourselves, to reinvent motivations, and to consider our responses. 

 

In your incredible short story, "Root Systems" (Fairy Tale Review's The Pink Issue), you wrote: 

 

The wolf ate only one wing. He should have eaten two . . . Longing for flight without 

being able to. That's the kind of thing that makes fairy tale wolves cruel . . . It ends with 

everyone dead and the forest burned to the ground by wildfires, burned to nothing, and 

below nothing, we survive. Transmission, transmission, transmission. 

 

This piece reminds me that everything that we create—our art or stories or enemies or fears or or 

or—both belong to us and have never belonged to us. Your writing reminds me of why we need 

to keep writing, why it's possible to face the world with sharp teeth, bent animal spine, and night 

howls that can be both song and fury. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Cara_mujer.JPG
https://www.wsupress.wayne.edu/fairy-tale-review


PART FOUR: LOVE 

 

Carson to Nancy  

 

Dear Lover, 

  

As a queer artist in conversation with another queer artist about their work, I want to ask you 

about love. 

  

I keep returning to the question of a "queer aesthetic": Does it exist? Has it been colonized? Can 

it be pointed to without reductiveness? But, in my heart of hearts, I believe in a queer aesthetic 

that must have something to do with love, with desire, particularly desire that exists outside the 

safe, normalized production unit of the cis-hetero family, with found families, with inappropriate 

desire. It's a love that has seen the door shut in its face and comes back fabulous. 

  

This book contains so much queer love and desire—between Mai and her wife Lai and their duck 

Louise; between Lincoln Chan, Pear King, and his friend Flint; between Sophie in her elephant 

costume and her Grandmother—both of them shielded from the world. But my favorite might be 

the desire of the very old, which asserts itself here as valid. It says, "This is me." "She is sex." It 

demands to be fed. 

  

The queer aesthetic is also love that extends beyond the page because as queer artists, artists of 

color, artists who are women or AFAB or femme, trans* artists, disabled artists, etc., we are not 

allowed to stay on the page anyway. We are always asked about our bodies and what we had for 

breakfast and how it feels to be in our skins—and so, the best QT/POC/women artists I know are 

also the ones who extend their loving art beyond the page, like you do in your tireless work 

coming out, making yourself uninvisible, and helping others find their voice. 

  

In his "Hymns to the Broken," Louis Alberto Urrea quotes or misquotes (I've never been able to 

find out) the poet Etheridge Knight, who says that as an artist, "You've got to be telling someone 

I love you." 

  

Is a queer short story collection a love letter?  

  



Nancy to Carson 

 

Dear Wolf Howling, 

 

I am not sure if I will ever have the words to describe what 

your witness, your generosity, your friendship, your 

lionheartedness has taught and meant to me over the years. I 

often think about how you were the first person to truly see me 

from the very first day that we met. I think about how you 

taught me (before class even began in our very first MFA 

workshop together, during our very first weeks as graduate 

students at SF State) how to cuss in French, and how I (a 

recovering germaphobe) had asked you whether sitting on a 

pee-splattered public toilet seat was an OK thing to do. I will 

always remember how you taught me that I could survive 

anything. There are times when I cannot believe how lucky I 

feel to have joined you and that amazing community of writers 

at SFSU, as we nourished our craft and our imaginations and 

our dreams together.  

 

Every day I think about the night when I came out to you and to my partner, how I was so 

terrified of not having the right words to describe what it meant to me. I think every day about 

the afternoon you came out to me, how much your love and trust vibrated with every syllable 

that you spoke. I think about how, for a writer, expressing love often means baring one's entire 

soul, how it means trust, how it means a courage to love love love in a world that so often 

crushes this intrinsic impulse. 

 

In your breathtaking short story, "Zombie Cat Elegy or Your Five Step Guide to Lesbian Bed 

Death" (Foglifter, Vol 1, Issue 2), you wrote: 

 

Secretly, he makes wishes anyway . . . I'll buy you another drink if you stay and listen. If 

a stray cat in a disappeared place could think, she might think, maybe I can swim; maybe 

I can be a mer-cat; maybe I can be part of your world, but the water rushes up and 

around its head, fur flattening like storm sunflowers, arabesque. 

 

While growing up, I was often taught that "speaking up," that strong emotions (love, passion, 

lust, anger) were something to be feared, scorned. I think often about the "disappeared place" 

you wrote of, about how in writing "Zombie Cat Elegy," you teach your readers to honor the 

dark waters as we fight for breath, how our breath matters. In writing Spider Love Song and 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Howling#/media/File:Toronto_Universal_Love_Machine.jpg
https://foglifterjournal.com/


Other Stories, I most hope and dream that the collection will speak to the voices that are so often 

unheard. 

  



PART FIVE: WONDER 

 

Carson to Nancy 

 

Dear Artist, 

  

Your book just hit the shelves. 

  

We have spoken for so many hours about what it means, this artist life, the act of making your 

love, grief, fear, sadnesses public, eviscerating yourself and then making it all public for the 

world to see. People are going to buy pieces of you, teach you in classrooms, and find you in 

bookstores or libraries all over the country. 

  

What does it mean to be an artist in this world? 

  

In this final question, I want to talk about wonder. Your stories are filled with wonder: the 

wonder of dreams, of cooking, of being on the verge of adulthood, of the very old, and even the 

wonder of grief.  

 

They remind me of something you taught me once, that saved me: that everything can be written 

about and that every tragedy has its own wonderous perspective. You've let me cry and then said, 

"Yes, but what is the view like from crying on the bathroom floor? I bet you no one has seen that 

before." You've reminded me over and over again about what it means to be an artist.  

 

Where does art take us? 

  

In "Radiance," you write about someone who crosses into another place: "How will she come 

back? Full of love and moonlight? Where she went, is it full of ghosts sitting together on clouds, 

shoulder to shoulder, legs dangling over the velvety white edges, busy with gossip?" When your 

character emerges from this imaginative place, she is "red and steaming, smiling. Pure radiance." 

  

Dear Radiance,  

 

What are you working on next? What does it mean to be an artist open to wonder? What would 

you say to the you of last year? What was the view like from the journey of writing this book? 

Does a butterfly remember what it felt like to struggle in darkness, and will you promise to keep 

translating the things that only you can see?  

  

"What did you see? Tell me! Tell me! What did you see?"  



Nancy to Carson 

 

"Deer" Wonder, 

 

When I think of wonder, I think of the 

startled apple-eating deer that we encountered 

during our Oregon State University 

collaborative writing residency. I think of 

your incredible strength, enduring the pain 

caused by a deep, bone-baring wound in your 

knee caused by a fall while running on the 

trails outside our cabin. I think of those two 

beautiful weeks filled with friendship and 

stinging nettle and flattened snakes and our 

300 pounds of cheese. And I think of the 

dead bird we found on the porch, how we 

tried to bring it to a taxidermist and when this proved too expensive, we built a little pirate ship 

for it out of scraps of wood and cotton t-shirt sails. I think of how the ship we glued together 

with Elmer's and sprayed with gold glitter paint immediately tipped over in the creek outside our 

cabin, and how swiftly the bird floated down the opposite bank.  

 

There were times during those two weeks when I thought that my single-mindedness about 

"Spider Love Song" was due to my compulsive nature, or because I was too afraid to start 

something new. If I could speak to the me of that time, I would try to reassure my past-self that it 

was okay to have a near-obsessive focus on (writing) one story (which eventually became the 

title story for my collection), that my single-mindedness was because this story had so many 

shadows that wanted/needed to be explored. As I continue to build my next collection (a book of 

interlinked flash fiction centering on themes of invisibilities), I hope that I will tell my future self 

to allow the writing process to unfold, no matter how fragmented or nonsensical it feels at the 

time. 

 

I think that to be an artist in this world means that we are creating unique spaces (both tangible 

and intangible) for others to explore, to learn, to discover. I think artists bring language and 

image, sound, and movement into the world. Artists convey so many of the emotions and 

experiences that many of us share. I think being an artist means trying and failing and trying and 

failing and trying with our art. And this process will yield something that we might never have 

imagined. I never imagined when I first started writing that I'd have a collection of short stories. I 

never imagined my words would even be read by anyone else. I was writing for survival, to have 

a voice. I still write for survival and to have a voice. My dream for Spider Love Song and Other 



Stories is for readers to feel like they've journeyed to places they've never been before (or didn't 

even know they wanted to go).  

 

As a writer with bipolar disorder, as a bisexual, as a person who struggles with speaking their 

mind, who oftentimes feels like the world would be better off without my confusion and 

awkwardness and anger and depression—my dream is for my book to bring some form of 

healing, if even in the smallest of ways, to another individual's life. I'm not sure how to really 

describe what I mean when I say all this, but I will end by saying that one of my greatest dreams 

is for my work to help others in the ways that the work of Yiyun Li, Carson Beker, James 

Baldwin, Sung Yim, and so many other artists whose work I deeply admire have helped and 

taught me. I dream that my writing will reach those who have struggled with invisibility. I hope 

that my art will help others to feel less alone in their unique and courageous journeys through 

life. 


