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The Promise of Failure is part memoir of the 
writing life, part advice book, and part craft book; 
sometimes funny, sometimes wrenching, but 
always honest. McNally uses his own life as a 
blueprint for the writer’s daily struggles as well as 
the existential ones, tackling subjects such as when 
to quit and when to keep going, how to deal with 
depression, what risking something of yourself 
means, and ways to reenergize your writing 
through reinvention. What McNally illuminates is 
how rejection, in its best light, is another element 
of craft, a necessary stage to move the writer from 
one project to the next, and that it’s best to see 
rejection and failure on a life-long continuum so 
that you can see the interconnectedness between 

failure and success, rather 
than focusing on failure as a 
measure of self-worth.  
 
John McNally is the author or 
editor of seventeen books, 
including The Boy Who 
Really, Really Wanted to 

Have Sex: The Memoir of a Fat Kid and Vivid and 
Continuous: Essays and Exercises for Writing 
Fiction (Iowa). McNally divides his time between 
Winston-Salem, North Carolina, and Lafayette, 
Louisiana. He teaches at Pacific University in Forest 
Grove, Oregon. 
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During the years leading up to her marriage with 
Leonard Woolf in 1912, the year in which she 
finished The Voyage Out and sent it to be published 
by her cousin at Duckworth’s, the future Virginia 
Woolf was teaching herself how to be a writer. 
While her brothers were sent first to private 
schools, then to Cambridge to be educated, 
Virginia Stephen and her sister Vanessa were 
informally educated at home. With this 
background, how did she know she was a writer? 
What were her struggles? How did she teach 
herself? What made Miss Stephen into the author 
Virginia Woolf? Miss Stephen’s Apprenticeship 
explores these questions, delving into Virginia 
Woolf ’s letters and diaries, seeking to understand 
how she covered the distance from the wistful I 
only wish I could write, to the almost casual 
statement, the novels are finished. These days, the 
trajectory of a writer very often starts with 
studying for an MFA. In Woolf ’s case, however, it’s 
instructive to ask: How did a great writer, who had 
no formal education, invent for herself the 
framework she needed for a writing life? How did 
she know what she had to learn? How did she 
make her own way? Novelist Rosalind Brackenbury 
explores these questions and others, and in the 
process reveals what Virginia Woolf can give to 
young writers today. 
 
Rosalind Brackenbury has written several novels 
and collections of poetry, including her latest novel 
Paris Still Life. She currently lives in Key West, 
Florida. 
 
 



How to Live, What to Do: 
Thirteen Ways of Looking at 
Wallace Stevens 
Richardson, Joan 
University of Iowa Press 
9781609385491 
Series: Muse Books 
132 pages 
paperback 
$19.95  
Publish Date: 3/1/2018 
catalog page: 6 

 
How to Live, What to Do is an indispensable 
introduction to and guide through the work of a 
poet equal in power and sensibility to Shakespeare 
and Milton. Like them, Stevens shaped a new 
language, fashioning an instrument adequate to 
describing a completely changed environment of 
fact, extending perception through his poems to 
align what Emerson called our axis of vision with 
the universe as it came to be understood during his 
lifetime, 1879–1955, a span shared with Albert 
Einstein. Projecting his own imagination into 
spacetime as a priest of the invisible, persistently 
cultivating his cosmic consciousness through 
reading, keeping abreast of the latest discoveries of 
Einstein, Max Planck, Niels Bohr, Louis de Broglie, 
and others, Stevens pushed the boundaries of 
language into the exotic territories of relativity and 
quantum mechanics while at the same time 
honoring the continuing human need for belief in 
some larger order. His work records how to live, 
what to do in this strange new world of experience, 
seeing what was always seen but never seen 
before. Joan Richardson, author of the standard 
two-volume critical biography of Stevens and 
coeditor with Frank Kermode of the Library of 
America edition of the Collected Poetry and Prose, 
offers concise, lucid captures of Stevens’s 
development and achievement.  
 
Joan Richardson is distinguished professor of 
English, comparative literature, and American 
studies at the graduate center at the City University 
of New York.  
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Proceeding from Hélène Cixous’s charge to kill the 
false woman who is preventing the live one from 
breathing, The Fix forges that woman’s reckoning 
with her violent past, with her sexuality, and with a 
future unmoored from the trappings of domestic 
life. These poems of lyric beauty and unflinching 
candor negotiate the terrain of contradictory 
desire—often to darkly comedic effect. In 
encounters with strangers in dive bars and on 
highway shoulders, and through ekphrastic 
engagement with visionaries like William Blake, 
José Clemente Orozco, and the Talking Heads, this 
book seeks the real beneath the dissembling 
surface. Here, nothing is fixed, but grace arrives by 
diving into the complicated past in order to find a 
way to live, now. 
 
Lisa Wells is a poet and nonfiction writer who lives 
in Tucson, Arizona. Her work has appeared in Best 
New Poets, the Believer, Denver Quarterly, 
Rumpus, Third Coast, and the Iowa Review. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



High Ground Coward 
Mountain, Alicia 
University of Iowa 
Press 
9781609385453 
Series: Iowa Poetry 
Prize 
100 pages 
paperback 
$19.95  
Publish Date: 
4/15/2018 

catalog page: 8 
 
Alicia Mountain’s urgent and astonishing debut 
collection maps a new queer landscape through 
terrain alive and sensual, defiant and inviting. With 
a voice that beckons while it howls, Mountain 
nimbly traverses lyric, confessional, and narrative 
modes, leaving groundbreaking tracks for us to 
follow. High Ground Coward offers fists full of soil, 
leftovers for breakfast, road trip as ritual, twins of 
lovers and twins of ourselves. This world blooms 
with hunger-inducing detail, its speakers asking us 
to consider what it will take to satisfy our own 
appetites while simultaneously trying to nourish 
one another. Ferocious, even the softest part, 
Mountain shows us a way to fall in love with 
wanting, leaving us ravenous, but gradually. 
Bearing witness to identity formation in solitude 
and communion, High Ground Coward is an 
almanac of emotional and relational seasons. 
Mountain’s speakers question the meaning of 
inheritance, illness, violence, mythology, and family 
architecture. Whether Mountain is at work 
revealing the divinity of doubt, the entanglement 
of devotion, or the dominion that place holds over 
us, High Ground Coward heralds a thrilling poetic 
debut. 
 
Alicia Mountain is a poet and scholar in the PhD 
program at the University of Denver. Mountain has 
been a writer in residence at the Virginia Center for 
the Creative Arts, an Idyllwild Arts Fellow, and a 
Pushcart Prize nominee. Mountain lives in Denver, 
Colorado. 
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Laura Esther Wolfson’s 

literary debut draws on years of immersion in the 
Russian and French languages; struggles to gain a 
basic understanding of Judaism, its history, and her 
place in it; and her search for a form to hold the 
stories that emerge from what she has lived, 
observed, overheard, and misremembered. In 
Proust at Rush Hour, when her lungs begin to 
collapse and fail, forcing her to give up an exciting 
and precarious existence as a globetrotting 
simultaneous interpreter, she seeks consolation by 
reading Proust in the original while commuting by 
subway to a desk job that requires no more than a 
minimal knowledge of French. In For Single 
Mothers Working as Train Conductors she gives 
away her diaphragm and tubes of spermicidal jelly 
to a woman in the Soviet Union who, with two 
unwanted pregnancies behind her, needs them 
more than she does. The Husband Method has her 
translating a book on Russian obscenities and gulag 
slang during the dissolution of her marriage to the 
Russian-speaker who taught her much of what she 
knows about that language. In prose spangled with 
pathos and dusted with humor, Wolfson transports 
us to Paris, the Republic of Georgia, upstate New 
York, the Upper West Side, and the corridors of the 
United Nations, telling stories that skewer, 
transform, and inspire. 
 
Laura Esther Wolfson’s writings have appeared in 
the Bellingham Review, Columbia Journal, 
Gettysburg Review, Poetry Daily, rumpus.net, 
Superstition Review, Sun, Zyzzyva, and elsewhere. 
She lives in New York City. 
 
 
 


