
Away  by Amy Bloom—August 2008 Feedback 

 

This month instead of a feedback I’m recommending this fascinating interview with Amy 

Bloom. Many of our questions in the groups are answered here.. 

 

Interview with Amy Bloom on Away – ABC RN Book show 9 October 

 

Ramona Koval: Away is a novel from celebrated American writer Amy Bloom. It covers nearly 

two years in the life of a larger than life character, Lillian Leyb. Leyb actually means lion in 

Yiddish and she is certainly a lion-hearted woman in the strong and descriptive language of Amy 

Bloom, whose short stories have been published in Antaeus and The New Yorker amongst other 

publications, and she's been anthologised in numerous collections, including the Best American 

Short Stories. She teaches creative writing at Yale but she's also worked as a psychotherapist and is 

the author of a non-fiction work called Normal: Transsexual CEOs, Cross-dressing Cops, and 

Hermaphrodites with Attitude. 

 

But back to the novel Away. Lillian Leyb is a Jewish immigrant from Russia who has fled her 

home after her husband, parents and neighbours were murdered in a pogrom. She has been 

separated from her two-year-old daughter, Sophie, and she is attempting to start a new life for 

herself on the Lower East Side in New York. Desperation makes her know what she wants and she 

knows how to get it, and this involves becoming the lover of Reuben, the owner of the Yiddish 

Theatre, and at the same time of his handsome, more or less gay son Meyer. 

 

Amy Bloom joins us from her home in the USA. Welcome to The Book Show Amy. 

 

Amy Bloom: Thank you very much. 

 

Ramona Koval: It seems to me that confidence and chutzpah and desperation in adversity is 

something you seem to admire in these characters that you've created in this book. Is that 

something you're keen to explore as a writer? 

 

Amy Bloom: I think that I tend to admire perseverance, even stupid perseverance, and I'm an 

enormous fan of not whining just in general, as a general behaviour. And I have to say I always 

laugh a little bit at the description of Lillian as plucky because it is a word that you never hear 

applied to any adult male, it is a word for ten-year-old boys and women. I'm looking forward to the 

synopsis some day of Ulysses in which he is described as 'plucky Ulysses' making his way through 

all these difficult circumstances. 

 

Ramona Koval: I must say that my 'plucky' was in inverted commas, as a bit of a joke. 

 

Amy Bloom: It just always makes me laugh because I always think...well, I think of her as tough 

and frightened and uncertain but committed. I have to say, I never thought of her as plucky, in the 

same way that probably you'd never think of anybody you really like as feisty, unless of course 

they're a little old lady, and I imagine little old ladies object to that too. 

 

Ramona Koval: She goes on this journey that sounds unlikely. She heads across America on her 

way to Alaska to try and cross the Bering Strait to get to Siberia where she believes she might find 

her daughter, and en route she's mugged and proposition and conspires in a robbery and kills a man 

and goes to a prison for fallen women, and finds a man she might even marry one day. So it's a 



kind of unlikely journey, but is it an unlikely journey? Has anyone ever gone on a journey like 

that? 

 

Amy Bloom: The fact is the United States is a big country and one of the things that was wonderful 

to discover is that in the 1920s you could get across it in six days. In fact, fewer than six days. So 

that was the first piece of information that made me look up, and I thought 'oh, you actually could 

do this'. And the fact is that people did cross the Bering Strait and people hiked the overland trail 

all the time. I don't mean it was like Grand Central Station but people did it fairly frequently. So 

part of what was interesting to me is that so much of what seemed so unlikely from our vantage 

point was in fact not that uncommon at the time. People cobbled together all sorts of means of 

transportation because the world here was in tremendous transition. So you could go from riding in 

your car to riding on the mule to riding on the train in a day without it being actually particularly 

unusual. 

 

Ramona Koval: You said before that...you talked about stupid perseverance. What is stupid 

perseverance? 

 

Amy Bloom: There's a point at which most sensible people say, 'That's it, that's enough, I'm not 

getting very far,' or, 'It seems too difficult,' or, 'Any reasonable soul would stop now.' And I am 

often one of those people myself, inclined to go, 'That's it, I've had enough.' But there is this 

impulse that I see in other people and occasionally in myself to go, 'I simply have to keep trying 

until I fall down,' and I do sometimes admire that quite a bit because there's nothing reasonable or 

rational or self-preserving about it but it is a very strong impulse which I guess in its core is both 

hopeful and stubborn, as well as stupid. 

 

Ramona Koval: I'm just asking about yourself at the moment. When you're stupidly persevering, is 

it about writing that you persevere? 

 

Amy Bloom: Often I am stupidly persevering about writing and sometimes that's for the best and 

sometimes I just eventually come to the wall and say, 'I thought I could make this work but I can't,' 

and I have to go another route, which feels fine to me. And sometimes I'm stupidly persevering in 

life. There are things that one might let go that, for whatever reason, I am determined to make 

another pass at it. 

 

Ramona Koval: Like what? 

 

Amy Bloom: Well, I just got married recently, that was the thing that just came to mind actually, 

although I hadn't planned to put it in that category. I don't think of that as stupidly persevering but 

it is undoubtedly, as many people including my father like to say, the triumph of hope over 

experience. 

 

Ramona Koval: Because you're in your early 50s I think, aren't you? 

 

Amy Bloom: I am, right. 

 

Ramona Koval: And this isn't the first marriage? 

 

Amy Bloom: It is not, and I couldn't be happier, but it is true that it requires a determination not to 

be daunted. 

 



Ramona Koval: Talking of determination not to be daunted, you've created not only Lillian Leyb 

who, as we said, has survived a Russian pogrom, but she's survived poverty and lack of 

opportunity as a greenhorn in America in the 1920s, but you've also introduced us to a Gumdrop 

Brown, a black prostitute who befriends her in a quest to cross the USA on the way to Siberia, and 

Snooky Salt who is Gumdrop's pimp, and Chinky Chang who she meets in a women's prison, and a 

host of others. How did these characters suggest themselves to you? 

 

Amy Bloom: I don't think you can really write characters without feeling that they are part of you 

or that they spring from parts of you, that you understand them even before research, even before 

they're polished, you understand their impulses yourself, that you experience them yourself. And 

so they all do feel like different pieces of me. With Gumdrop Brown I could just see her. I always 

found it interesting that prostitutes would sometimes have specialties, and the whole world of 

particular tastes that people have. And I could see Snooky, I could just see the man that he was, 

and that was also true for the girl that Chinky Chang was, and Cleveland the young Mormon 

missionary that she meets, and Mr Chang her dad who was just crystal clear to me. They really did 

keep appearing to me and I could hear their voices, and I think even before I could hear them I 

could see them moving through the world. 

 

Ramona Koval: Did you know where Lillian Leyb was heading when you began to write this 

story? 

 

Amy Bloom: I had some thoughts about it. I have to say, I sat down with a former student of mine 

who's a friend and opened a bottle of wine and said, 'Well, why don't I talk and why don't you 

make notes and let's see how long it takes.' We stopped at about four o'clock in the morning and I 

had about 40 pages, and I thought, well, this is certainly enough rope, I can certainly make some 

headway here. And there were lots of things that I was uncertain about, but the general path I had 

some ideas about. It was certainly clear to me that if you didn't speak the language very well and 

you didn't have any special technical skills and you didn't have power yourself or a powerful 

protector and no particular standard resources, things were going to be difficult, and things that 

another person who had all of those things might be able to bypass were going to be much harder. 

People who can plan ahead and pay cash for a train ticket and make a reservation and have a nice 

lunch on the train are different than people who can't. 

 

Ramona Koval: Let's talk about the Yiddish theatre of this period. You write about a Yiddish 

theatrical performance of a Shakespeare play which had not only been translated but edited and 

added to. Did this ever really happen? 

 

Amy Bloom: It happened all the time... 

 

Ramona Koval: Added to Shakespeare? Improving Shakespeare? 

 

Amy Bloom: Well, I realise that that's a judgement call but it does seem to me that one could argue 

that expanding the role of the nurse might be an improvement in Romeo and Juliet. And certainly 

the idea that they had that there was something askew in King Lear and it seemed to them more 

interesting and more believable if it was a mother and her daughters than a father and her daughters, 

and so they wrote their own version which was called The Woman in the Moon. 

 

Ramona Koval: And did they do anything to The Merchant of Venice? 

 



Amy Bloom: No, they didn't. I think they probably thought that there was plenty of that to go 

around. They didn't need more heartfelt comedies in which you had Shylock appear, but they were 

constantly setting Shakespeare either in New Jersey or in Odessa or in the Catskills and playing 

around a lot so that Hamlet was a young yeshiva student, Romeo was a good son with a good 

living and not such an adolescent, more like a man in his late 20s, early 30s, deeply torn between 

duty to a family that he loved and embraced and this new passionate relationship. So they moulded 

them all the time to what suited them and their audiences, and there were different movements; 

there was a high art movement in the Yiddish theatre but there was also very much a pleasing the 

crowd, everybody bring their lunch and throw fruit kind of movement as well, and those were 

often in conflict. 

 

Amy Bloom: I knew Grace quite well and her work, and actually I had been reading parts of the 

novel to her during the course of the last year and a half. 

 

Ramona Koval: I bet she would have enjoyed it. 

 

Amy Bloom: She liked it very much and she was very funny. She was just a wonderful person to 

read to. I used to teach her story, and we would have lunch together a lot and she would say, 'Just 

tell me again, darling, what did you say about that story? Tell me one more time.' And she's also 

the person who said to me a couple of years ago, 'You know, darling, I'm just saying, from 50 to 80, 

it's not minutes, it's seconds.' I said, 'Grace, what do you want from me?' She said, 'I'm just 

pointing it out.' 

 

Ramona Koval: I think probably she would like the fact that you got married. 

 

Amy Bloom: She did. First of all she crazy about the man that I married, she was extremely fond 

of him. And since he, like her Bob, is an architect, she liked that very much. And there are actually 

a couple of references to her work in the novel. There's a moment where Snooky and Gumdrop say, 

'Goodbye and good luck.' 

 

Ramona Koval: That's right. 

 

Amy Bloom: And she liked that very much. 

 

Ramona Koval: You have a character, I think it's Yaakov Shimmelman, tailor/actor/writer, and that 

was very moving to see that because people did come with all kinds of hopes and experience and 

that they were artists but had to work, like lots of immigrants do in areas that are not really their 

first choice. 

 

Amy Bloom: No, and that was really something that moved me about the past and also about the 

present, that when people come to this country, if their English is not very good they are unknown 

to us. Their talents and their dreams and their capacities are just invisible. That was something I 

wanted to write about, not only about the past but about the world and the immigrants who arrive 

all the time. 

 

Ramona Koval: I think there's a phrase in the book, 'Everyone has two memories; the one you can 

tell and the one that is stuck to the underside of that, the dark tarry smear of what happened'. Can 

you talk about that? Is that something you've learnt through your work as a psychotherapist? 

 



Amy Bloom: Well, it certainly got reinforced when I was a psychotherapist, but I think I learned it 

probably as a child growing up, which is that none of my grandparents spoke English very well. It 

was really always very clear that everything before 1915 or 1925, depending on which grandparent 

it was, was unsayable. It was a little dark, it was cloudy and things simply could not be described. 

So I would discover that my mother's mother was one of eight but arrived in this country one of 

four and was absolutely unable to discover what happened to the other siblings, and I don't think 

that was uncommon. 

 

My grandparents and my parents as well did not come from an era in which you could go on Oprah 

and get a lot of extra points from the universe for describing in detail your suffering, and so they 

didn't. That silence and that gap was certainly very interesting to me. I would say in general the 

difficulty that people have in expressing what really happened or how they really feel about 

something and not just what they have crafted to tell but how it resonates inside of them is very 

hard for people to say or to show, and I guess that is something that is always interesting to me. It's 

the gap, the gap is interesting. 

 

Ramona Koval: Lillian's journey back towards Siberia and the memory of her child takes her to 

more and more dangerous and bizarre places, and she's degraded almost to an animal; she's hurt 

and she's infested with lice. She goes to find something that isn't necessarily the thing she thought 

was driving her. It's interesting, this happiness of those who realise they can't necessarily have 

everything they thought they wanted or needed. 

 

Amy Bloom: I think that's right. I also think that you change in the process of the journey. I 

remember an older friend of mine who had been a child in a concentration camp said that when he 

first began analysis he said to his analyst, 'What I remember is that we were all standing in a 

meadow barefoot and the sun was shining and there were flowers and each of us were playing a 

musical instrument. How can that be my memory?' And his analyst said, 'How could you bear to 

have any other memory?' And so I think that there is...if you wish to go on and if you are prepared 

to survive and you're prepared to do something other than lie down in the snow and sleep until 

your life leaves you, there are choices that people make all the time about what they will pursue 

and what they will give up and what they will hold on to. For me, part of what Lillian experiences 

is both happiness and certain kernels of sadness that never melt, they never go away. 

 

Ramona Koval: And the importance of recognising the things that make you happy and not losing 

them in an effort to get to what you thought was going to make you happy. 

 

Amy Bloom: Yes, I think so. I think of Lillian's journey as being as much about becoming a person 

and coming back to life and entering the world again as anything else. 

 

Ramona Koval: I wanted to talk to you also about these, as we said, larger than life characters, 

plucky and all, or brave or lion-hearted... 

 

Amy Bloom: Lion-hearted or stupidly persevering... 

 

Ramona Koval: Yes, any of those ones. And then I'm thinking about your book Normal and you 

have obviously been thinking and writing about larger than life characters for a long time. Tell me 

about your attraction to the people you wrote about in your book Normal. 

 

Amy Bloom: That really came out of complete ignorance. I didn't know anything about female to 

male transsexuals and I thought, oh, this is something I know nothing about and I have sort of 



conventional liberal biases about, you know, this part I can understand, but that I simply can't take 

in, or those people must be very odd but these people don't seem that different from me. You know, 

those sorts of prejudices that one tends to think of as commonsense which is us flattering ourselves 

I think. I guess in terms of the larger than life quality, what they seemed to me to be in some sense 

is exactly life size, which is that they are people and they are complicated and funny and 

interesting and heartbreaking. And it requires only that you pay some attention to their actual story 

and not what you assume. As Mickey Diamond, a biologist whom I like very much, now retired, 

said at one point, 'Nature loves variety kiddo, culture hates it...' 

 

Ramona Koval: That's right. 

 

Amy Bloom: And that was part of what was so interesting to me. 

 

Ramona Koval: Back to Away and the mastery of language because Lillian falls in love with her 

thesaurus, doesn't she, and she carries this...I suppose it's her key to her new life, the language is 

the key. But it's always a charming thing that every time she thinks of a word...not every time but 

sometimes, she's got a string of synonyms that she could have used as well. Did you have fun with 

that? 

 

Amy Bloom: I had a great time with it. I was a kid who spent a tremendous amount of time in the 

library and my dad had a lot of reference books and I loved the thesaurus. 

 

Ramona Koval: Why did your dad have a lot of reference books? What was his..? 

 

Amy Bloom: He was a journalist and he was a collector of reference books. There were 

books...you know, The A to Z of the Paranormal or... 

 

Ramona Koval: Well, I bet you thumbed that one! 

 

Amy Bloom: I absolutely did. Or, you know, A Lexicon of Little People and it would be 

leprechauns, elves, fairies, things like that. He just liked odd reference books. There would also be 

The A to Z Guide to Poisons, things like that...a pocket guide to the minor characters of all 

Shakespeare's plays... 

 

Ramona Koval: A pocket guide to the minor characters? 

 

Amy Bloom: Yes, I think that the cut-off was nobody who was listed in the top five of any cast, 

those characters. And I loved all of those things. I have to say I clearly inherited his appreciation of 

the odd and the arcane. And for me the way in which so many of things...it's just like walking 

through a garden and you say, oh, this is useful, this is persuasive, this is interesting, this makes 

sense as a metaphor, and not that, and you get to pick and choose from all these possibilities. 

 

Ramona Koval: How did you make the journey through psychotherapy to writing? Or was it 

something that you always did together? 

 

Amy Bloom: No, I had practiced for quite a while before I began writing, and I was literally on my 

way to become a psychoanalyst and on my way home I drove past the school where I had gone to 

college and where I had also been a bartender, you know, to make money at university events. And 

I had remembered seeing all these old guys sitting on the divan and I remember thinking, 'I wonder 

if they're dead or alive?' And then when I was driving past I thought that would be a great place to 



set a mystery. And so by the time I got home I had about ten pages of notes...one of my children 

had left a McDonalds box on the front seat and I wrote down all the notes and I went home and I 

typed it up. I thought, oh, look at this! So I called the guy who was going to be my training analyst 

and said, 'You know, I don't think so, I think there's something else I want to do.' He said, 'Well, 

good luck...' 

 

Ramona Koval: 'Goodbye and good luck'? 

 

Amy Bloom: Yes, 'Goodbye and good luck,' in much the manner of analysts. And I started writing 

and then...it was sort of like a finger exercise I think, and then the short stories started showing up. 

I went on practicing to make a living, went on treating patients. Over the course of the last ten 

years I've practiced less. I'm still available to people for a tune up and stuff like that but I haven't 

taken on any new patients in a long time. 

 

Ramona Koval: Are your characters your new patients? 

 

Amy Bloom: Oh I wouldn't say so. I have to say, one of my favourite remarks was from a patient 

who said to me, 'I looked and looked and looked and didn't find myself,' which I was very glad 

about. I'm pretty old-fashioned... 

 

Ramona Koval: What, in your books? 

 

Amy Bloom: In my books. She didn't mean in her psyche, she meant, you know, 'I went through all 

the short stories, I went through the novels, I didn't find myself a single time.' And I understand 

because the truth is, as Willa Cather once said, there are only five human stories and what's 

extraordinary is how often they repeat themselves. And so what makes people's stories in therapy 

particular are their details, and those details belong to them, it's their inheritance and it's their 

legacy, it's their privacy. Those details you know you can't use, and if you can't use those then what 

is it you can say? Oh, some women are unhappily married. You know, you've not going to get very 

far with that. 

 

Ramona Koval: Yes, certainly, and Madame Bovary did that as well. 

 

Amy Bloom: Yes, you can't swing a cat in literature without finding those women. 

 

Ramona Koval: Amy Bloom, it's been fantastic talking to you, thank you so much. 

 

Amy Bloom: Thank you very much, it was great. I do like talking about Lillian and her friends 


