


TOM SIMMONS INTERVIEWED BY SANDY SOOHOO
The Way He’s Living

Earlier this year, Sandy Soohoo, a former editor of this
journal, spoke with Tom Simmons (himself a former
Clarion head, and author of the short story collec-
tion Ways I Could Be Living forthcoming from Pen
& Anvil) about his influences and aspirations as an
up-and-coming writer.

SS: Maybe you could tell me a little bit about your
experience at Boston University and how it did or didn’t
shape your voice as a writer?

TS: My official stance on my experiences at college and
how they helped me become a better writer is that the
school taught me how I did not want to write. It’s true that
BU did a wonderful job in strengthening my grammar-
chops, there’s no doubt about that, but after that I didn’t
derive much, if any inspiration from the classroom. When-
ever I took a class on writing it seemed that my professors
wanted to me to learn how to write mediocrely instead of
write to my potential. So Id sit in classes and watch what
the professors were doing and think to myself, “Okay. This
is exactly what I don’t want to do”

It was outside of the classroom during my time at BU
that most helped my writing. The Writers’ Workshop was
an invaluable tool for all three of my years attending col-
lege. Discipline and how to listen were the two very big les-
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“TEACHERS WERE HAPPY
TO SEE YOU SUCCEED
SO LONG AS YOU WENT

DOWN AN UNINVENTIVE

PATH RATHER THAN SEE

YOU FAIL AND TRY SOME-
11\

sons I got out of attending meetings, by taking on the burden of
having something written for almost every meeting, and even-
tually running the meetings myself.

And just in general college exposes you to so many different
types of people from so many different backgrounds at so many
different points of understanding and maturity in their lives...
it’s like being dropped into the middle of some sort of primor-
dial soup, getting to learn how everyone becomes the way they
will. Not to mention it was the house I lived in my last year that
led me to write my first novel.

Are you from near Boston or far away? And also, what are you
doing now in Chicago?

I grew up on Long Island. I'm in Chicago because I needed
better work than what I was doing in New York City, which was
barely keeping my head above water, money-wise, and the Chi
was the first place to offer me a good job. I don’t feel comfort-
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able talking about my actual work. Let’s just say it’s a paralegal
position that pays very well for a liberal arts graduate.

Do you prefer one city to the other?

It’s really tough to say which city I prefer. I'm actually not
in the heart of Chicago yet, I'm in this town a little north of it
called Evanston which is a pretty bland place ("A Manhattan for
old people” is how I described it once, and I think that might
still work), but I think once I'm moved into Chicago I am going
to prefer it to Boston. Don't get me wrong, I liked Boston while
in college, it served its purpose, but I think it might be a little
too small and young for me now. An example is I found a bar
in Chicago a few weeks back where I had a conversation with
a 40-year-old woman about every old thing, from drug use to
Salinger. I don't get the impression that that would be as easy to
do in Boston. Not in Allston, at least.

What do you mean when you say professors wanted you to
write mediocrely? Do you mean to a certain kind of standard
that wasn’t your own?

Your second sentence, yes. It always felt as if teachers were
happy to see you succeed so long as you went down an unin-
ventive path rather than see you fail and try something differ-
ent. This was especially alarming when I took a creative writ-
ing class. I don’t know if you read my story “Prank,” but it was
workshopped, and it was one of these situations where a lot of
the students enjoyed it, but the teacher had objections because
it didn’t fit the conventional mold of a story: “No tension” was
her complaint, even after one of my classmates explained how
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there was tension in a an unconventional way. Not to mention
my creative writing teacher didn’t know what flash fiction was.
The whole thing was just a little shocking.

Do you think that the environment you’re in has a direct effect
on the kinds of things you’re writing? This is something | think
I’'m always struggling with as a writer. I’'m always like: if | just GO
to this certain place everything will come out of me, exactly the
way it should. But it’s not really like that. So | guess what I'm
asking is how have you found all your changes of urban scenery
to affect your work? Do you think your characters are risen from
the landscape somehow?

Oh, that’s a great question about environment! And a tricky
one, too! On one hand environment has never been much of an
area of inspiration for my writing. I don’t have much interest in
specific locations because I never want to alienate a reader with
a place that they’re unfamiliar with. That’s why I like to write
stories where the most description given to a town is “the town”
so that they can conjure up whatever town they most relate to.
So no, I don't think my characters rise from the landscape too
often. Maybe once or twice. I find more material in conversa-
tions with people or going out and doing things with the people
I care about.

Could you explain to me a little bit about the thought process
behind Ways I Could Be Living? Where did it come from in your

mind?

Ways I Could Be Living came from a lot of places over a very
long period of time. I don’t think it’s a very thematically con-
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sistent collection of short stories, and that’s sort of why I like
it—there’s a lot of range in what’s collected, it sort of hops all
over the place, so to say it came from one place would be incor-
rect. Some of it came from my infatuation with putting normal
people in situations where it is unclear how they should or are
expected to react (I've always been interested in the places soci-
ety has forgotten about or has turned a blind eye too); some of
it came from asking myself big questions and trying to answer
them in my work; some of it came from images that popped in
my head when listening to a certain song or after having seen a
certain movie.

What authors are/were most influential to you? Do you think
these influences have changed over the years?

There are a lot of influential authors for many different rea-
sons, too. When it comes to craft, I'm all about the modern-
ist writers—Hemingway, Stein, Dos Passos all left pretty big
imprints in my brain about how to write. When it comes to
content, a lot of the Russians—Olesha, Kharms, Gorky, Gogol,
Bulgakov—helped me realize that I didn't have to write about
myself, my family, or anything like that. It sounds weird to say
(or type), but realizing as a fiction writer that you can actual-
ly make up a story, in light of so much writing that hinges on
“realism,” was very important for me. I think these influences
have changed over the years in that I no longer pay much at-
tention to them. Those writers were like training wheels—I've
done enough on my own that I don't think I really need them
anymore. Not from a writing perspective, at least. Or maybe the
influences are just more scattered and varied. Like there have
been stories I've written where I've thought to myself “I want
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to write this and have Dan Clowes make it into a comic,” and
that’s the most Dan Clowes has been involved in anything I've
ever done.

Do you have a favorite book?

I definitely don’t have one, but some favorites are USA (Dos
Passos), Tree of Smoke (Johnson), Dead Souls (Gogol), Crime
and Punishment (Dostoevsky), McTeague (Norris), among a
bunch of others. I'm very critical as a reader, so it’s tough for me
to say there’s a “best book” out there, but I do love all the ones I
listed, along with many others.

Let’s talk some more about Ways I Could Be Living. Are these
really ways you could be living? | suppose anything is a “way”
you “could” be living. Is the title meant to be somewhat of a pun
given the content of this collection and the somewhat disturbing
scenarios that take shape throughout different stories?

I named the collection Ways I Could Be Living after I realized
that almost every short story contains a portion of myself that,
had I handed over complete control to in these developmental,
early-twenties years of my life, could have completely changed
the way I am living now. The title is not supposed to focus on
the scenarios taking place so much as the characters who are
involved. Like I said, I like to write about normal people in
weird situations, and I generally like to think that all the hypo-
thetical me’s in these stories are normal, except that they chose
to associate themselves with certain idiosyncrasies of my own
personality stronger than others. There’s the asshole me, there’s
the neurotic me, the clever/charming me, the push-over me,
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the violent me, the self-loathing me... were one of these me’s
to overtake the others, then that becomes a potential character
I want to experiment with, and that character pops up in my
fiction. That’s how it’s an exploration of ways I could be living.

What is your stance on plot structure?

I never got too mixed-up with structure. I found that the
more self-conscious I become about issues like that, the more
self-conscious my writing becomes. I tend to write my fiction as
if I were visualizing it as a movie. As such, any structure I do is
very visual, I never try to dissect it too much verbally.

I’'m interested in the way these stories draw their tension from
the disparity between the characters and their given situations,
with an unnerving incongruity between actions and tone. Is this
your intention? What are you trying to evoke in your readers?

There is certainly supposed to be a tension between charac-
ters and the situations they encounter, just as much as I try to
find a tension between the characters and how they finally de-
cided to handle these situations. What I am trying to evoke out
of readers is dialogue about these tensions. Because so much of
what happens in my stories is unusual and tends to blur the lines
of right and wrong, I don’'t expect readers to have one universal
agreement on whether what happened was good, bad, stupid,
beautiful, or disgusting, which in turn I hope will get people
talking about what to make of these situations and hopefully
build up an empathy with what might normally be an unsavory
character. 'm trying to remind people that lots of times the only
reason the person on the nightly news isn't you is because you
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were never forced to make such big decisions.

My tone is probably a reflection of how easily people allow
themselves into histrionics. By maintaining a calm and unbi-
ased tone, I think I'm hoping to keep people from flipping out.

How do you know what kinds of decisions anyone has ever been
forced to make?

I don’t know what decisions people have been forced to
make. What I do know is that people would be forced to make
decisions in the situations I create around them in my writing.
I also like to think that the situations I create are magnifica-
tions of similar situations that are more common in real life,
like having to kill a captured mouse, or getting into a bar fight,
or internalized feelings of inappropriate lust. So I sort of take
inspiration from those.

How would you describe the content of these stories to a
stranger, as an examination of chaos theory?

I think if T needed to explain this book to a stranger I'd sim-
ply tell them it's a bunch of people having to deal with weird
or shitty situations. I don’t think it’s an examination of chaos
theory so much an examination of how people handle them-
selves when they have no points of reference to fall back on.
When I say points of reference, I mean things like movies or
television. I'm interested in how people react to things when
the hypothetical has never been acted out for them in the past.

Would you say these characters and stories have a theme they
are trying to convey?
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The big theme I think the stories are trying to convey is; No-
body really knows what the fuck they are doing, which is okay,
we just need to admit it and keep trying our best.

How much of these stories are drawn from real situations? Do
you have a connection to any of the characters in particular? If
yes, why?

I am racking my brain and I don’t think any of these stories
are directly related to any real-life situations. I mean, theyre
certainly related to real-life experiences, and some of the char-
acters are based on real-life people, but to be honest none of
the stories, the way things happened, or the interesting things
that happened to my knowledge ever really happened in real
life. Like, I wouldn't be surprised if someone was living in Mon-
tana on 9/11 and got a call from someone and thought it was a
sick joke, but I don’'t know if that’s the case. I often write about
real-life situations for my own personal pleasure, so I think it’s
difficult for me to try and mesh them into my fiction. Real-life
situations serve their purpose elsewhere, I guess.

| did get an overwhelming sense of nihilism from these stories:
do you view your characters and their situations as ways of
exposing some kind of truth about “meaninglessness” or are
they trying to uphold a sort of validity to ideas of existential
uncertainty?

Between meaningless and uncertainty, I'd be lying if I didn’t
pick the former as my normal way of thinking. One thing from
which I still draw inspiration is a line by William S. Burroughs,
which I just searched online to avoid misquoting:
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I had the feeling that all over America such stupid arguments
were taking place on street corners and in bars and restau-
rants. All over America, people were pulling credentials out of
their pockets and sticking them under someone else’s nose to
prove they had been somewhere and done something. And I
thought someday everyone in America will suddenly jump up
and say ‘I don’t take any shit!’ and start pushing and cursing
and clawing at the man next to him.

I think the drive to remind people that showing off is really
useless and childish because one day if you don't kill yourself
you’re going to get old and shit your pants despite all the money
you made is a pretty big one. Humans are by nature hypocrites.
How can you try to prove you matter when you are preordained
not to stick steadfastly to your own principles?

Would you say you’re a cynical person or an optimist?

Cynic or optimist? I know it might sound weird, but I think
I'm an optimist. I think you sort of have to be an optimist when
you are constantly hung-up on people and their problems, be-
cause you have to hope there’s going to be a way to fix those
problems and make things better for everyone.

What's your idea of a normal person? Someone without
idiosyncrasies that have been dis-proportionally developed?

I don’t think there are lots of people out there I wouldn’t con-
sider normal. Everyone sort of has the same big-name desires
but approaches them differently, which makes people differ-
ent, but I think they're all still normal. So I guess being nor-
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mal means having any number of those big-name desires. Love,
power, contentment would be the first three that come to mind,
but it’s not something I've thought about a lot, and I get the feel-
ing there’s a whole essay over what I'm talking about here.

What kinds of responsibilities do you think we have as
writers? Maybe not just writers, but artists in general. From
your perspective, is there a place in art for social/political
commentary?

The biggest responsibility we have as writers is to tell the
truth. I think any other responsibilities that could be listed
come directly as a result of writing as honestly as possible. In
a sense I think that by being honest and objective in writing
we consequently make social/political commentary. The way a
person thinks, the way a person acts—the reasons for the way a
person thinks, the way a person acts—are the bases of all social
and political issues.

What would you say your political outlook is?

I guess I'm probably left-leaning. I think being fiscally con-
servative is the same as being the kid in pre-school who doesn’t
share, I think there is still a great deal of racism, sexism, ho-
mophobia, and irrational hate out there, and I am not an ex-
ception to that fact, and I think of nationalism as a pretty great
hustle. I would never describe myself as left-leaning, though,
because I might feel pressured to agree with things I normally
wouldn’t agree with if I stood on my own. I just try and practice
common sense while avoiding selfishishness.
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How does one empathize with characters who seem alienated
from any sense of personal responsibility? The tense, atypical
situations rise in a way that removes agency from the characters
as if to render them free of blame. Would you rather have
readers chew on the relative absurdity of the situations than
relate to a cast of characters who are disaffected, as in “Prank”
and “The Great American Hangover”?

Alienation is a big word when it comes to my fiction. To me,
empathy is too easy, and I don’t think the consuming public is
running short of writing/TV/movies that they can empathize
with. So it’s sort of, Why do the same? I'm hoping that a lack
of empathy forces readers to think about what they are read-
ing, ask themselves questions a more reader-friendly text would
never bring up. As for lack of personal responsibility, I try and
write about the moments that precede any concerns about per-
sonal responsibility. I think, with “Prank” for example, if a per-
son wants to go through with such an absurd situation (just like
any other more realistic but still terrifying situation), a person
cannot get hung up on personal responsibility. Just like there
are times to grieve and there are times to fight. My fiction is
more interested in those moments of fight, when people forget
about consequences because they have dived into something
with no turning back.

Do you think setting aside a sense of personal responsibility falls
into the same categories of times of grief and times “to fight”?

I think personal responsibility is directly related to actions

like fighting or grieving. We experience grief when we are sur-
rounded by a static environment. In a static environment we’re
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able to think about the damage our potentially negative actions
might have caused because there are no pressing matters to dis-
tract us. We do things in the heat of a moment without thinking
about personal responsibility because we don’t have the time
to, and then, when we are finished doing these things, and the
dust has settled, and we are allowed to once again preoccupy
ourselves with our thoughts, we can recognize our personal re-
sponsibility, the consequences of our negative actions, and be-
cause we are no longer distracted by immediate action, these
consequences eat at us, make us sad, make us miserable, and
make us, in one way or another, grieve.

A simpler example of this can be those nights we go out and
drink too much and do terrible things but only realize what
we've done and feel miserable about it until the next morning,
when we've sobered up. I hope this answers the question, it cer-
tainly is enough words!

What kinds of characters justify a side stepping of traditional
notions of morality without slipping into a kind of gun-slinging
caricature of an outlaw cowboy?

I'm not sure about the word “justify”. Anything a person does
is justifi-able. People do things for a reason no matter how base
that reason might be, so I don’t think one action can be con-
sidered more justifiable than another. As for side-stepping no-
tions of morality without turning into a cowboy, one thing I try
to focus on with my characters in these situations is that even
though they might be forced to go “above the law” or some-
thing, they’re not “cool” about it like a cowboy might be, there’s
still a great deal of discomfort and awkwardness in the way
they choose to handle things. “Prank” might be an exception,
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though that story is the most anomalous one in this collection.

Do you think your stories rely on the idea that there is one sort
of agreed-upon notion of reality that they are trying to step
outside of?

The one agreed-upon notion I think my writing is trying to
step out of is that people know what they are doing, or are in
control, or have a handle on things. This is only the case until,
you know, a meteor falls out of the sky, or you get mugged in
a nice part of town, or your own kid tries to kill you. Until we
somehow get a leash around the neck of the universe we are
pretty helpless to a lot of things.

Do you think writers can actually achieve neutrality? Or is this
something you’re only trying to convey through tone?

I think writers can and should always try. It goes back to
a writer’s largest responsibility. If you allow yourself to believe
that neutrality is a false idol I think you're writing is going to
stink of lies and irrationalities and laziness.

“WE EXPERIENCE GRIEF
WHEN WE ARE

SURROUNDED BY A
RONMENT.”
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What kind of audience are you writing for?

I guess I am writing for an audience of myself, and I guess
that in turn means I am writing for an audience who wants to
be entertained and at the same time challenged by content.
Probably I am writing for the same people who like the movie
Oldboy and that Edward Albee play, The Goat.

Do you think religion (or a lack of one?) plays a role in how you
write and the direction you’re coming from?

I was raised in a secular household, so it’s very difficult for
me to determine how much of an impact religion has on my
writing since I never really had to live with it before.

What films would you say had the biggest influence on the
stories you’ve written?

I've never been much of a film nut. If a friend asks me to sit
down one night and watch a movie with them I'll do it, but I
never go out to the movies, and I very rarely watch a movie on
my own. That said, it might sound kind of cheesy, but the more
I write and the more I think the more I can’t help but notice a lot
of my writing relates to the Fight Club movie, and in that same
vein, Taxi Driver, which I love. No Country for Old Men might
have only come out recently but that’s a movie I sometimes like
to watch before I write to get myself in the right frame of mind.
Comedies probably also have a really big influence in my writ-
ing, notably the subtle humor, the idiocy and silliness of normal
but weird situations, but I could list a million comedies. And,
finally, because my friends would call me out if I didn’t mention
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it: the last ten or twenty minutes of 8 Mile. I never saw that en-
tire movie, but I go onto YouTube like once every two months
to watch those final rap battles, because they are such a good
example of how to never be ashamed of yourself.

Are there any philosophers you’re particularly interested in?

I've never really read philosophy. Stuft like that I much prefer
to discuss in person than to spend time reading on my own.

Since your stories seem to be more dialogue-heavy than
anything else, do you think the message of meaninglessness
ever conflicts with the idea of a writer’s objectivity?

That’s a great question about meaningless and objectivity. I
hope they never clash, I've never been in the middle of writing
and felt like they weren’t getting together well, and if that is-
sue ever arose anyway itd probably never reach another reader’s
eyes because Id fix it on revision. I am pretty good at getting a
teel for when something comes oft as contrived or conflated or
whatever, and I've written enough that I have no issues with
knocking something off rather than hoping no one catches me.
At least I hope that that’s true!

What personal experiences (if any) have contributed to your
sense of a lack of control on a universal level?

The feeling of lack of control started as soon as the first day I
was bullied in school or the first time an adult punished me for
something I didn’t do. I was always very sensitive about issues
like this from a very young age, and as the years progressed I
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sort of learned to take it in stride because trying to do some-
thing about it would’ve been too much for too little in return.
It’s sad to say but people are very often self-absorbed and self-
ish, and to expect them to act any other way is just setting one’s
self up for disappointment, so it’s best to live as well as you can
without having to rely on those around you unless you really
need to. Also studying astronomy probably played a big role in
feeling a lack of control. We're so tiny! There are so many bigger
and more amazing things out there that could crush us, and our
whole existence would sum up to a millisecond in the grand
scheme of things!

How do we separate the world into things we can help and
things we are helpless to? How did you try to do this in your
writing?

I don’t think we should ever resign ourselves to feeling help-
less to certain things. Or anything, for that matter. Its more
important for us to realize that certain things that we wish we
could change by ourselves with minimal effort actually require
a lot of work, resolve, and time. So it’s not that we are helpless
to certain things, it’s that we don’t want to invest the time into
overcoming certain things. I think that’s a very important dif-
ference from feeling helpless, as you put it. The same is appli-
cable for trying to know things.

I think I try and show this through the ineffectuality of dia-
logue. Though my stories are very dialogue heavy, what’s be-
ing said never really functions as a driving force. I see dialogue
more as an opportunity for therapy than as an effective means
to cause change. What invariably causes things to move in my
fiction is what characters actually do. m
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