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Dear Readers,

Some stories we inherit. This is one of those stories. I grew up hearing about this story long 
before I ever knew I would become a writer. It came to me in bits and pieces, fragmented talk 
over family meals, conversation that was hesitant, melancholy, and filled with long pauses 
that stretched into years of silence. I heard about travels to foreign countries—Russia, Turkey, 
France, Mexico—and sensed the heartbreak of separation and the loneliness of what it is to be 
divided by a border. Yet the people in these stories, though my own family, seemed remote to 
me. I did not know them; more specifically, I did not know my grandfather, my father’s father, on 
whom the main character of this novel is based. 

He is Austin Voronkov, an immigrant from Russia to Bridgeport, Connecticut. It is 1913 and 
he gets a job at a rifle factory. At the house where he rents a room, he falls in love with a woman 
named Julia, who becomes his wife and the mother of his three children. When Austin is 
wrongly accused of attending anarchist gatherings, his limited grasp of English condemns him 
to his fate as a deportee. He retreats with his new bride to his home in Russia, where he and his 
young family become embroiled in the civil war and must flee once again, to Mexico.

While Julia and the children are eventually able to return to the United States, Austin 
becomes indefinitely stranded in Mexico City because of the black mark on his record. He keeps 
a daily correspondence with Julia, as they each exchange their hopes and fears for the future, 
and as they struggle to remain a family across a distance of two countries. Austin believes that 
his engineering designs will be awarded patents, thereby paving the way for the government to 
approve his return and award his long-sought-after American citizenship. At the same time, he 
becomes convinced that an FBI agent is monitoring his every move, with the intent of blocking 
any possible return to the United States.

A novel about exile, it is also a story of immigration and the aftermath of deportation and 
its effects on one family. Because ours is a country of immigrants, we all have stories about how 
our families came to settle here, stories filled with triumphs and failures, setbacks and new 
starts, for no path to this country is ever direct. As you read about Austin’s predicament, my 
hope is that you carry his story with you into discussions about dreams and the immemorial 
need for home, about the life at hand and the life in our minds, about the very real U.S.-Mexico 
border but also the more metaphorical borders between the past and present, sanity and 
madness. How well do we really know our family history, and what impact does this have on our 
identity? What does it mean to be a family? What can we learn from the past and how does it 
shape our understanding of the present? How do the lives we lead reflect both the lives we may 
have left behind and the lives we are still striving to lead? 

As the novel is inspired by the life of a grandfather I never knew, writing it was a way for me 
to imagine who he might have been, and I’m delighted to share a version of his story with you. 
Thank you. I hope you enjoy the novel, and I hope you find much to discuss with your group.



What compelled you to write this book?

The novel is partly inspired by family history and focuses on the life of a grandfather I never knew. The 
true story came to me in bits and pieces throughout my childhood but was rarely discussed. I grew up 
believing that my grandmother just didn’t have a husband, and then of course I figured out that that 
couldn’t be the case and began asking questions. I became increasingly interested in Russian history, 
culture, and literature, and as I pieced together the historical and cultural context of my grandfather’s 
life, I grew curious about the man himself. Who was he exactly? How did he think? What were his hopes 
and dreams, and, most important, what were his days like, living alone in Mexico City, separated from 
family, language, culture, and country? I became obsessed with discovering and inventing his character 
as a way to shade in the space of his absence from our lives, and from the life of my father, who grew up 
without him. Of course, the novel took on a life of its own, but a big reason I wanted to write this book 
was to find out who my grandfather was and what happened to him. 

Austin is wrongly accused of being an anarchist and is deported as a result of the Palmer 
Raids. Tell us about the Palmer Raids and what you learned while researching for the book. 
Why do you think this chapter in American history isn’t well known?

The Palmer Raids were a series of raids organized by Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer in 1919 and 
1920. They were devised in response to the growing fear and widespread paranoia that the Russian 
Revolution and Bolshevik ideology were spreading to the United States and that Reds and radicals and 
anarchists were plotting to overthrow the U.S. government by force. According to Palmer, members 
of these subversive groups needed to be identified and found, arrested, and expelled from the country. 
Together with J. Edgar Hoover, the chief of the Radical Division in the Bureau of Investigation (the 
precursor to the FBI), Palmer targeted Russian immigrant organizations such as social clubs, church 
groups, benevolent aid societies, and labor unions—any organization or institution with supposed 
communist, or Red, sympathies.

 As I conducted research, I learned that it was during this time that Hoover began his infamous 
index card filing system as a way to keep tabs on individuals and organizations deemed a threat 
to the American way of life. The index cards noted occupation, residence, associations, and what 
organizations an individual belonged to or what newspapers and magazines he or she read or 
subscribed to—basically, any evidence that could be used to prove ties to Red or anarchist ideology. 
The raids themselves took place over a series of evenings from late 1919 into January 1920. Federal 
agents and police broke into union meetings, social clubs, benevolent aid societies, churches, and night-
school classes. They rounded up and arrested several Russian immigrants, who were then detained, 
interrogated, and, in some cases, deported from the country. This is precisely what happens to Austin 
in the novel. We now know that the Palmer Raids infringed on civil liberties, breaking the First, Fourth, 
Fifth, and Eighth Amendments. 
	 I think this is a little-known chapter in American history because it is a shameful one. It’s 
difficult to acknowledge because it’s so at odds with intrinsic American values. Also, we are a nation 
of immigrants and one that prides itself on accepting newcomers who want to build better lives here. 
At the same time, we have a long history of keeping (and kicking) people out, and this isn’t an easy 
contradiction to face or to contemplate. 
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Austin’s return to Russia, with Julia beside him, seems almost surreal. The reader, along 
with Austin, almost cannot believe he’s there. Can you talk about what was happening in 
Russia at the time? Why did Austin leave in the first place? 

Austin and Julia return to Russia during the country’s civil war, when the Whites (anti-Bolsheviks) are 
fighting the Reds (pro-Bolsheviks). It’s a time of mass hardship, with food and wood shortages; it’s also 
very cold and an extremely dangerous place to be, especially if you’ve just returned from America. My 
aim was to convey to the reader the same sense of disbelief and dislocation that Austin and Julia might 
have felt when returning to Russia in the midst of such chaos, and how such larger political forces can 
come to bear on, and wreak havoc with, the lives of these two young people simply hoping to build a life 
together. 

Austin came to the United States in 1913 in order to work as an engineer in a rifle factory that made 
arms for the Russian Imperial Army. Many Russian engineers were recruited for this line of work. He 
also has his own ambitions and it is in America that he feels he can realize his dreams of becoming a 
successful inventor, an enduring hope and ambition that eventually becomes his life-long obsession. 

The novel shifts back and forth in time and place—from the United States, to Russia, to Paris, 
to Mexico—and alternates perspectives, to great effect. Why did you choose this format?

I first had an image in my mind of this lone figure walking around Mexico City, silent and absorbed in a 
world of his own. I wanted to follow him. What happened to him? What is his story? I thought too about 
how we learn someone’s story—it doesn’t come all at once but in fragments and over time. I wanted 
readers to see Austin through his lived experiences and how they have affected his current state. 

The novel isn’t linear and straightforward; I presented him one way in Mexico City, 1948, as older 
and broken, and a little lost, and another way as a young Russian immigrant in the United States, 
filled with hope and pride and ambition. I wanted to follow him throughout his travels and hardships, 
eventually allowing the reader to piece together his life and come to understand why he ends up the 
way that he does. As the novel also deals with a family that has been torn apart, my aim was for this 
structure to underscore and mirror the disparate life of a refugee family. 

I also feel the structure is similar to the workings of Austin’s broken mind. And because his is an 
isolated and obsessive point of view, I knew that in order to broaden the novel’s perspective, I’d need 
to bring in other voices. I wanted to see Austin through the eyes of the women in his life. There’s Julia, 
Austin’s wife, who represents the past and is synonymous with his dream and vision of an American 
life. Anarose in Mexico is important because she draws him out of his lonely existence in exile and 
offers a glimmer of what it might be to “invent” a different life in Mexico City. And there’s Vera, who, to 
me, is symbolic of American pragmatism; she’s realistic and straightforward and in direct contrast to 
her old-world, downtrodden father. Like the countries—the United States, Mexico, Russia—the women 
in the novel are forces in his life. In fact, I think they are the most active characters in the novel. 

Throughout his agonizing wait, Austin must reconsider time and again what it means to be 
an American. Can you talk about his thought process? 

Austin’s determination to return to his family in the United States is tied to his desperate desire to gain 
his American citizenship. Although Austin is a stateless individual living in exile, I feel that in some 
ways he is a very “American” character. In fact, he has all the qualities we associate with being just that: 
he possesses ambition and fortitude; he is preoccupied with success and building a name for himself; 
he is desperate to raise a family, own a house, and have a garden. As his hopes to reenter the United 



States dwindle, he is plunged into self-doubt and uncertainty and begins to question his ambitions 
and identity as fiercely as he holds on to the hope that his inventions will bring him to America. His 
thoughts about American citizenship and identity shift and become larger, existential questions about 
life, as he now lives beyond the perimeters of any nationality. He is not an American; only an “applicant” 
for American citizenship. Neither is he a citizen of Russia, because the country no longer exists; it’s 
now the Soviet Union. Likewise, he has no rights as a Mexican citizen. Meanwhile, he has complex, 
contradictory thoughts about what it means to be an American. It is something he desperately wants, 
but he is also angry, and rightly so—for America is the country whose government deported him and 
whose politics will not allow him to reenter. 

The construction and conception of borders—geographical, temporal, and psychic—
reemerge throughout the novel. How do borders both divide and connect us?

In addition to a man alone in Mexico City, I also worked with the image of a man standing before a 
(then more open) border who is unable to cross it. Why can he not cross the border? That became a 
central question in the book and I had to write it to explain why. It haunted me, really—how to make 
it believable and dramatize the psychology behind such action, or inaction. As I wrote the novel and 
saw how it would move back and forth in time, I realized that the border between the past and present 
was just as important thematically as the borders between countries.  And, of course, it’s also about the 
borders in our minds—more specifically, in Austin’s mind, and the imaginary lines he’s unable to cross 
in his life: his inability to cross the border illegally and return to the United States and his family, his 
inability to step into his present existence and live and build a life in Mexico City, and also the fine line 
between reality and his more paranoid experiences.
	 I love the paradox intrinsic to lines and boundaries or any kinds of demarcations that seem 
to separate, because in fact these are also places that join or connect. For instance, Austin and Julia 
choose to go to Mexico both because it’s a country that will accept them and because, to quote from the 
novel, “it’s the closest place to home.” The lines between the past and present also connect and divide. 
Time is how we delineate certain phases of our lives, but the past is tied to, and exists in, the present. 
We are the culmination of our particular experiences. Likewise, the borders between states of mind 
divide and connect. Austin, for instance, goes back and forth across the border of sanity and madness. 
He is living sometimes in reality, sometimes within his imagination and paranoid fears. I wanted the 
reader to question his hold on reality. I also can’t help but think about the borders between truth and 
fiction, because while this novel is inspired by a true story, it is an invention that has brought this 
character—and a version of my grandfather’s story—across time and place to connect with the reader. 

The novel is in part inspired by your family’s story and your grandfather’s life in particular. 
Can you talk about learning about his story and how you see him in Austin?

Yes. Austin Voronkov is based on my grandfather’s life—my father’s father, whom I never knew. And for 
the most part his story was hidden, or, at least, not talked about. I like to say my father came from “the 
generation of secrets.” He rarely spoke about his father, and when he did, it was just fragments of the 
story—very little about the man himself. I grew curious about who my grandfather might have been, 
what happened to him, and how it must have been for him to live a life alone in Mexico City. As I pieced 
together the story, I saw its potential for a novel and I began to imagine his character, an engineer-
inventor living in exile and longing for his family. It was difficult material to sort through because, 
although I was writing fiction, the story was also deeply personal. I found myself examining a family 
legacy of deportation, fear of government and paranoia, dislocation and powerlessness. In some ways, I 



hope the novel helps to redeem my grandfather even though I’ve made him into a fictional character. Of 
course, I can never really know if the fictional Austin is the real-life Austin, but it is my hope that they 
share similarities.
 
What does the title mean to you?

The novel follows the story of an inventor living in exile, but the title works on a deeper level as well. 
Living alone in Mexico City, cobbling together an existence by working in a repair shop, haunted by 
the past and consumed with his inventions, Austin lives in a world of his own, cut off from others. He 
is unable to really step into a life and an existence there, and yet he cannot cross the border into the 
United States—a border that was more permeable during the time of this novel than it is now. In many 
ways his exile is just as much an element of his imagination as any of the inventions he believes will 
take him out of his exiled state. In short, he has invented his own exile.



1.  �What are your definitions of home and family? What are Austin’s? How do your definitions align 
or differ?

2.  �What was your reaction to the interrogation scenes in Connecticut (pp. 20–37)? Do you think 
there was anything Austin could have done to sway the inquisitor’s mind?

3.  How is the lighthouse symbolic in Austin’s and Julia’s lives? What about Julia’s flooded garden?

4.  �Austin is very hopeful, to the point of obsession, that his inventions will aid him in reuniting with 
his family. How does the theme of invention work in his life and in the novel?

5.  What is Anarose’s role?

6.  �The storyline and perspective shift and jump over time and place. How does this structure inform 
the story?

7.  �Austin muses, “Paper is stronger than one thinks. Papers, documents don’t define a man, but 
they lived in a mire of them. . . . His days revolved around papers. But no amount of paper means 
a country” (p. 116). What do you think about this passage? How do papers control how Austin 
conducts his life? 

8.  �How does Austin’s story fit into the trope of the United States as a “melting pot” for immigrants? 
How did it influence your thoughts on the immigrant experience? 

9.  �Austin is paranoid that an FBI agent, Jack, has him under surveillance. Do you think the agent is 
real, or is he a figment born of fear and distrust? What purpose does Jack serve? 

10.  �Correspondence is a vital undercurrent in Austin’s life. How do the many letters and notes 
we read bring him closer to—and push him further apart from—his loved ones? How do you 
correspond with people close to you?

11.  �How does Austin’s conception and understanding of being American and returning to the United 
States change throughout the novel? What was your reaction to his thoughts in the final pages?

12.  �What does the title, The Invention of Exile, mean to you? In what ways was Austin in exile?

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS



CORRESPONDENCE/NOTES

These envelopes, fold-over cards, and missives are from the collection of letters that my grandparents 
wrote to family back in the United States during their travels through Russia, France, and Mexico post-
deportation. Additionally, some of these notes are from the real-life Austin, living in Mexico and writing 
home to his wife and children in America. The postal marks and stamps, the addresses written with care 
and in a distinct hand, whether from Paris to the United States or Mexico to the United States, convey 
Julia’s and Austin’s efforts to remain a family, staying connected through the only means they had at their 
disposal—letters, or ultimately, words. —Vanessa 



MAP OF AUSTIN’S  JOURNEY

1. Kherson | 2. NY/CT | 3. St. Petersburg | 4. Kherson | 5. Odessa | 6. Constantinople   
7. Paris | 8. Mazatlán | 9. Agua Prieta | 10. Cananea | 11. Mexico City

Petrograd (St. Petersburg), 1920–21

Agua Prieta, Sonora, Mexico, 1928

Paris, 1924

Cananea, Sonora, Mexico, 1930–32

Mazatlán, Mexico, 1927

Mexico City, 1948
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Postcards from Vanessa’s family’s personal collection



The Odyssey by Homer
As the original quest story about the longing for 
home, Odysseus’ journey to return to Ithaca and 
to his beloved Penelope helped me to imagine 
Austin’s particular “odyssey” and his abiding love 
for Julia.

Doctor Zhivago by Boris Pasternak
This classic novel about the doomed love affair 
between Zhivago and Lara and its depiction 
of how lives are torn apart during the Russian 
Revolution and civil war served as inspiration as I 
wrote about Austin and Julia’s hardships while in 
Russia at this time. 

Crime and Punishment, Notes from 
Underground, The Double by Fyodor 
Dostoyevsky 
Dostoyevsky is a master of portraying the 
complex, fraught psychology of the Russian soul 
and these novels were influential while I was 
developing Austin’s mind-set and character. 

Selected Poems by Anna Akhmatova
Akhmatova, a member of the Russian 
intelligentsia, did not flee Russia with other artist 
émigrés but stayed on, living in St. Petersburg 
and writing poetry throughout the Russian civil 
war and Stalinism. Fiercely attached to Russia, 
she did not turn her back on her country, and 
her poems celebrate the history and culture of 
pre-Revolutionary Russia while at the same time 
lamenting what the country had become and 
what she had lost. Though she wrote them in 
Russia, her poems are sad and filled with a deep 
sense of alienation, evoking the state of exile. 

The Trial by Franz Kafka 
Kafka’s portrayal of absurd, deadening 
bureaucracy helped me to understand Austin’s 
own struggles with government and his repeated, 
frustrated attempts to reenter the United States.

Where the Air Is Clear by Carlos Fuentes
This novel is composed of a series of vignettes 
about characters from different social and 
cultural classes within Mexico City, and with Ixca 
Cienfuegos as a kind of narrator-guide, it is also 
a portrait of the city itself and helped me to gain 
a fuller understanding of what the city must have 
been like in the 1940s and ’50s. 

There is a long tradition of English and American 
writers who have written about Mexico and I 
wanted to understand how those before me did it. 
The following three novels were major influences: 

Under the Volcano by Malcolm Lowry
The Power and the Glory by Graham Greene
Stones for Ibarra by Harriet Doerr

RECOMMENDED READING LIST



Stravinsky, The Rite of Spring
This revolutionary piece of music by the Russian 
composer caused a riot at its first performance 
in 1913, and it is a work that heralded modernity. 
It’s filled with foreboding, pulsating passages 
conjuring the threat of sacrifice as the “chosen 
one” is selected and dances herself to death. The 
dissonance of the music prefigured the broken 
state of the modern world, for the early twentieth 
century would soon face World War I and its 
aftermath. Because the novel is set during this 
time period and is also fractured, juxtaposing 
time and place on the page, Stravinsky’s use of 
dissonance was influential.

Bach, The Goldberg Variations 
I’ve long loved The Goldberg Variations. These 
thirty pieces composed for piano are distinct, but 
as variations, they share motifs and themes and 
so offer a pleasing symmetry that I enjoy when 
writing or when on a walk. In general, they help 
me to imagine structure and to create a certain 
mood or tone for particular passages when 
writing or thinking about writing. In the case of 
this novel, they were particularly important when 
trying to keep the disparate sections of the book 
connected through leitmotifs. 

Vincente Fernández, “Volver, Volver”
This Mexican ranchera song translates as “Going 
Back, Going Back.” Fernández sings of lost, 
unrequited love and pleads for his love to return 
to him. 

k.d. lang, “Helpless”
I love this song’s elegiac mood, its regard for 
memory, and particularly the lyric “And in my 
mind I still need a place to go, All my changes 
were there.” For me, the song, by Neil Young, 
suggests Austin’s preoccupation with the past 
and his predilection for reverie. 

Lorraine Hunt Lieberson, “Calling You” 
(Bagdad Café Theme)
The haunting, yearning voice of Lorraine Hunt 
evokes Julia’s sense of longing when living 
separated from Austin.

Keren Ann, “Lay Your Head Down”
I discovered Keren Ann while writing the novel. 
This reflective and melancholy song captures the 
tone and feel of the peaceful, loving times Julia 
and Austin shared. 

U2, “Moment of Surrender”
I listened to this song while on long runs 
during writing breaks. It’s complex and filled 
with paradox. Something about the searching, 
desperate quality of the voice here reminded me 
of Austin’s attempts to rebuild his identity amid 
his life of complete and utter alienation. 

PLAYLIST



The New York Times/“Palmer Pledges War on Radicals”

The year is 1919. The United States is in the grip of Red Scare paranoia, characterized by a fear of Russian 
radicals and subversives spreading Bolshevik ideology in the wake of the Russian Revolution. Attorney 
General A. Mitchell Palmer, together with a young J. Edgar Hoover, organize and carry out a series of raids 
with the aim of rounding up supposed radicals and anarchists deemed a threat to the American way of life. 
A January 1, 1920, New York Times article titled “Palmer Pledges War on Radicals” outlines the Attorney 
General’s concerns about radicals in the United States; in it he vows “to keep up an unflinching, persistent, 
aggressive warfare,” against “the Reds.” Palmer placed Russian immigrant communities across the United 
States under surveillance and then targeted these groups during the raids of 1919 and the New Year’s raids 
of 1920, resulting in mass deportations of Russians. These attacks, which infringed on civil liberties, are now 
known as the Palmer Raids. In the novel, Austin is arrested during one of these raids, detained, interrogated, 
and eventually deported back to Russia. —Vanessa

FURTHER READING

Radicals awaiting deportation proceedings. 1920  |  © Wikimedia Commons


