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Ever get a text in the middle of the night from a hookup and only consider 
going if they have air conditioning? Brooklyn-based writer Tommy Pico can 
relate. Pico, originally from the Viejas Indian reservation of the Kumeyaay 
nation, is the founder and editor-in-chief of the antiracist/queer-positive 
collective birdsong. His debut book, IRL, a poem structured like a long-form 
text message, comes out this month. IRL chronicles the journey of Teebs, 
who is simultaneously trying to reconcile his past while attempting to enjoy 
the present. Austen Tosone sat down with Pico to discuss the making of a 
contemporary long-form poem.

Teebs, IRL’s protagonist, shares a name with your personal Tumblr page 
(Hey, Teebs!). Where does Tommy end and Teebs begin? 
I don’t think if I wrote as myself I would get very much done. The persona of Teebs 
allows me to be who I am, but at a multiple of 10. Teebs is me but 10 times sadder, 10 
times happier, 10 times messier, hungrier, and more fucked up. 

How else would you characterize Teebs? 
He’s a person who is trying to reclaim his indigenous spirituality, and though it’s been 
taken from him he doesn’t know how to get it back, so he finds himself indulging 
in [the poem’s refrain of] “boys, burgers, booze,” which are very superficial ways of 
finding emotional satisfaction. 

What is your writing process like?
Monday through Thursday it’s sitting down and writing, and my rule is that I can’t 
stop. Friday is the day I go back and look at everything, type things up, cut things out, 
and put things together. 

How did you decide where line breaks and scene breaks would occur? 
I made the line breaks somewhat unexpected, as I want the person who is submitting 
themselves to the world of the poem to feel like anything can happen. As an 
indigenous person living in modern, occupied America, sometimes things do feel 
arbitrary, and I wanted the text to reflect that. I showed scene breaks using three dots, 
thinking of texting, when someone’s typing and the dots appear because the message 
hasn’t sent yet. 

There seems to be an important connection between past and present in 
the book.
Everything in the book is in present tense. There’s no past tense because the English 
language is a colonial legacy in the way in which it has absorbed the languages of the 
people that it’s conquered. English itself is like a living history of colonialism, so when 
we’re using these words we are living with the past as well. 
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Here I Am
Jonathan Safran Foer
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If the success of 
Jonathan Safran 
Foer’s prior 
releases, Everything 
Is Illuminated and 
Extremely Loud and 
Incredibly Close, 
wasn’t a thorough 
enough testament, his 
third novel, Here I Am, 
validates the author’s 
status as one of our 
generation’s great 
American novelists.

Set in present-day 
Washington, D.C., the 
book follows Jacob, 
Julia, and their 
three tween sons as 
their suburban lives 
are affected by an 
international crisis 
when Israel suffers a 
calamitous earthquake 
and erupts in political 
turmoil. It’s Foer’s most 
complex and fictional 
(not to mention longest) 
plot yet.

And while the 
underlying themes may 
not drastically diverge 
from the author’s 
go-to subject matters 
(cultural identity, 
family issues) or 
personal experiences 
(fatherhood, divorce), 
and the characters’ 
perspectives may feel 
alien to anyone who 
hasn’t attended Hebrew 
school, the story 
thrives on Foer’s uncanny 
ability to cunningly 
fold the perceptual sets 
of multiple generations 
into a modern national 
epic. DAN FRAZIER

Reputations
Juan Gabriel 
Vásquez
Riverhead 
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The passing 
of Gabriel García 
Márquez certainly left 
a void in the literary 
world, but if there is 
a contemporary author 
capable of redirecting 
readers’ attention back 
to Colombian fiction, it 
is Juan Gabriel Vásquez. 
In Reputations, his 
latest novel, political 
cartoonist Javier 
Mallarino attends a 
ceremony that pays 
homage to his 40-year 
career, helping him 
realize how much he 
is adored despite the 
fact that his name is 
more recognizable than 
his face. But when an 
unexpected visitor 
turns out to be not only 
a childhood friend of 
his daughter but also 
a central figure in a 
controversy involving a 
congressman who makes 
regular appearances in 
Mallarino’s comics, the 
cartoonist is faced 
with a harsh reality 
he’d tried for years 
to suppress: that in 
his insatiable quest 
for professional 
admiration, he’d left 
countless tarnished 
reputations, ruined 
careers, and destroyed 
families in his wake, 
affecting individuals 
traversing his personal 
circle as well as the 
seedy politicians he’d 
targeted in his work.

Apart from the 
inventive plot and 
Vásquez’s knack for 
colorful similes, the 
writer’s mastery of 
tense shines throughout 
the novel, which dances 
from the present to the 
past to the future as 
Mallarino’s reputation 
is built, dismantled, 
and rearranged. The 
reader is left with 
plenty to ponder 
regarding morality and 
intention, the business 
of exposing hypocrisy, 
the dangers of fame, 
and the malleability of 
memory. KERYCE CHELSI 
HENRY


