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For this issue, we’ve been reading Eli Goldstone’s debut
novel, Strange Heart Beating. As well as our regular
#ohcobookclub London meet-up, this time we also
headed on the road to the Good Life Experience,
where we discussed swans, love and Latvia, in a tent
under twinkling fairylights. 
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#ohcobookclub

Strange Heart Beating

centres around Seb, whose wife Leda
has just been killed by a swan in a boating accident. He is stricken with grief,
so goes to Leda’s home country of Latvia try and to make sense of what’s
happened – and also to find out if Leda really was the woman he thought she
was. It’s a novel about loss and love, and whether it’s possible to really, truly,
know another person.
In our in-real-life book club events and our online #ohcobookclub, we talked
about Seb and Leda, and their relationship. Seb is slightly neurotic, occupied
with how attractive other people find him, and his place within friendship
groups. He always seems to be a bit of an outsider. Going to Latvia only adds
to this. It’s not just the language barrier, but lodging in a remote location with
a butcher called Agnes, he’s also physically isolated.

“Leda’s described as having a ‘wildness’
when she gets pregnant.” Fran

“In Latvia, Seb starts to find new meanings
for himself, as well as Leda.” Terri-Jane

“We know so much more than Seb but
there’s still so many questions.” Frances

“Seb and Leda have never had sober sex?!”
Alice

#ohcobookclub at Good Life Experience.
Go to page 120 to join us next time

“Leda’s and Seb’s life together seems to be
mostly Leda’s.” Mar
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Meet the author
Terri-Jane Dow chats to Eli Goldstone

Reading the novel, I was reminded of how
diaries and myths are sometimes similar.
I don’t think my diaries have much mythic
symbolism, but Leda’s create a sense of
mystery around her: we don’t only see her
as Seb saw her, but also see as she writes
herself, before she really ‘becomes’ Leda.
Did you have any of your characters in
mind when you started the novel?
Seb was removed from a novel that I
discarded because it wasn’t working for
several reasons, but I’d already written
him and lived with him for so long that he
was a fully fleshed character to me, and I
felt like he deserved more than just being
discarded. So, I sort of took a scalpel, and
put him in a different mess, in a different
book, but I like to punish my characters.
But Leda, Seb’s wife, was a completely
new creation?
Yes. In fact, she was so new to me that
when I started writing the book I wasn’t
going to give her a voice at all. She was
just going to be an absence – just Seb’s
dead wife. It was only about two-thirds
of the way through writing, that I
thought, actually, this would be way more
interesting if Leda came to life, if she got
to tell her own story. And it was so much
fun writing her diary extracts, because
I wasn’t punishing her in the way that I
was with Seb. I was giving her a voice, and
it felt like something generous, something
nice to do for her.

I liked that her diaries revealed this
really morbid side of her – she’s kind of
obsessed with death.
I gave her that because Seb is so clinical,
and I wanted her to have something
that wasn’t explained by science, that he
just wouldn’t understand. And in a way,
her obsession with death is equal to her
obsession with life. I wanted her to have
that so she was aware of what might be
taken away. And she’s had a difficult time!
So, in a way, death for her is a bit of a
fantasy. It’s something she’s read about,
and heard about in stories, so it’s not very
real, it’s romanticised. She’s looking for
something big and unexplainable.
She’d have been disappointed if she
hadn’t had a dramatic death! I was glad
that no one found her diaries...
I decided I didn’t want to interrupt the
relationship between the reader and Leda,
because it feels like a secret, that to have
Seb be in on it would spoil it, so I decided
to keep it from him. Just let him have his
idea of who she was, who does that hurt?
It’s about his grief, that’s why he’s there in
Latvia, and so it’s better for him, maybe,
that he gets to keep his idea of her.
Also, to do with the fact that I think lots of
people have certain identity crises about
how they present themselves in certain
scenarios, but we are all of the facets
that we present, and that’s okay. They
can sit, not necessarily comfortably, but

side by side. Leda was never faking her
relationship with Seb, but there are other
parts of her that don’t belong to him and
that’s okay too.
I guess it’s not as realistic for him to find
all these other parts of her?
I wonder if he’d discovered them if
he’d have found them really upsetting
and changed his memories, or if he’d
have read them through the lens of his
perception of her. But we’ll never know!
I read a quote about how “a novel tries
to befriend you and a short story never
does”. I’m not actually sure that your
novel is trying to befriend anybody? In
that sense it was more short-story-like. 
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the time, I sit down to write what I think
is going to be a part of the [new] novel,
and then I think, oh, no this is just a short
story. Which is fine, because then I’ve
got stuff waiting, if I do ever decide to do
a short story collection. I felt like it was
taking the easy way out to just get the
stories I’d already written and just put
them all together. I want to keep going,
I want to keep progressing, so I’m on to –
literally – bigger things. In some ways,
writing novels is like self-punishment,
because I love writing short stories, so
it feels like cheating.

One woman said when it ended, she
thought her Kindle had broken. Even before
I started writing it, I knew how I wanted
to end it, because I hate neat and tidy
endings. That’s not how life is, sometimes
things end mid-sentence, even. That’s what
death is like. But also, I do think of myself
as a short story writer who just happens to
be writing novels now. I love short stories,
because they almost have to be perfect.
In a short story, you have to just say the
thing you’re saying, you don’t have any

Because you feel like you’re not suffering?
I actually think you shouldn’t suffer too
much, because then you end up resenting
it, and you can really feel that in a piece of
work. I can certainly see parts that I’ve not
enjoyed, and they might not be obvious to
anyone else, but they’re obvious to me. But
on the other hand, if I’m really enjoying
myself, then I might be being a bit lazy,
and then there’s a voice that I go to that’s
just the same thing. So maybe you should
suffer a little bit in your work, but not
because of it. I mean, I chose to do it!
Would you give that advice, to treat it
as a job?
To some degree, yes. I don’t have a

“I hate neat and tidy endings. That’s not how
life is, sometimes things end mid-sentence”
room to worm around.
Because I read so many short stories, I
find myself losing patience with novels.
I like the idea of getting to the good bit,
immediately. But you can’t write a novel
like that, because it becomes indigestible.
It’s funny trying to write a novel, when I
think my skill is in the short story. I don’t
know how I did it.
Will you collect up your short stories at
some point?
I do have lots, but I’m not ready to do
that just yet. I can’t really say why. Lots of
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schedule, or make myself get up and
write a certain number of words, but I do
envy people who do - I just don’t have
the self discipline, so I have to wait for
the inspiration to strike. But once that
happens, you do have to keep going, you
can’t stop. For a long time, the thought of
going back to something to add to it, and
edit it, just filled me with dread, but it’s not
done when the laptop is closed. So once
inspiration has struck, keep going. Treat it
as a marathon. Train your muscles. There’s
a pain barrier which is okay if you’re
expecting it. 

For our next
#ohcobookclub,
we’ll be discussing
Dana Spiotta’s
Innocents and Others
Meadow makes challenging
documentaries; Carrie makes
successful feature films with a
feminist slant. They’ve everything
in common – except their views
on sex, power, movie-making and
morality. Yet their loyalty trumps
their differences. That is until a
mysterious woman with the unique
ability to seduce powerful men
over the phone simply through
listening becomes the subject of
one of Meadow’s documentaries.
Innocents and Others is a
heartbreaking and insightful
novel about friendship, identity,
loneliness and art.

Read along with us
...and look out for details of
our next London-based meet-up
on social media @ohcomelymag.
If you’re outside of London and
would like to set up your own
#ohcobookclub group, email
terri-jane@icebergpress.co.uk.

