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From the depths of suffering and the intricacies of human emotions emerge the
captivating stories of "How To Pronounce Knife." In this exquisite collection of
short stories penned by Souvankham Thammavongsa, readers are taken on a
transformative journey that explores the complexities of identity, the experience of
loss, and the indomitable spirit of finding one's voice.

Discovering the Power of Identity

Thammavongsa's stories beautifully capture the struggle to navigate one's
identity, particularly as a member of the Laotian diaspora. The author's powerful
exploration of immigrant experiences provides a poignant backdrop for characters
grappling with the challenges of assimilation, cultural preservation, and the
search for a sense of belonging.

In "How to Pronounce Knife," Thammavongsa delves deep into the intricacies of
identity by magnifying the small moments that shape a person's self-perception.
From a young girl's struggle to pronounce her name correctly to a family's
attempts to adapt to a foreign land, these stories illuminate the universal desire to
find a place where one's identity is acknowledged and respected.
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The Unyielding Burden of Loss

Loss permeates the narratives in "How To Pronounce Knife." Whether it is the
loss of a loved one, a dream, or a sense of purpose, the characters in
Thammavongsa's stories must confront their own grief while navigating a world
that often feels indifferent to their pain.

In "Slingshot," a father's sacrifices are laid bare as he grapples with the
disintegration of his dreams. Through Thammavongsa's evocative prose, the
reader witnesses the profound impact of loss on a person's psyche and the ways
in which grief can shape their outlook on life.

Finding One's Voice

At the heart of "How To Pronounce Knife" lies an unwavering determination to
find one's voice in a world that often dismisses the experiences of marginalized
communities.

The short story "Mani Pedi" uncovers the silent struggles of a nail salon worker
who yearns for recognition and respect. Through Thammavongsa's poignant
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storytelling, the reader is reminded of the power of asserting one's identity and
the transcendent nature of self-expression.

The Impact of "How To Pronounce Knife"

Thammavongsa's "How To Pronounce Knife" has captivated readers around the
world with its mastery of language, empathy, and ability to shed light on the
intricacies of the human experience.

The stories within this collection reveal the universality of emotions, igniting a
deep sense of empathy that allows readers to connect with characters who may
seem different on the surface but ultimately share the same desires, fears, and
dreams.

"How To Pronounce Knife" is a triumph of storytelling that showcases the power
of literature to shape our understanding of self and others. Thammavongsa's
captivating prose and her ability to explore the nuances of identity, loss, and
finding one's voice make this collection a must-read for anyone seeking a deeper
connection to the human experience.
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A finalist for the National Book Critics Circle Award and the PEN Open Book
Award, and winner of the 2020 Giller Prize, this revelatory story collection honors
characters struggling to find their bearings far from home, even as they do the
necessary "grunt work of the world." A failed boxer painting nails at the local
salon. A woman plucking feathers at a chicken processing plant. A housewife
learning English from daytime soap operas. A mother teaching her daughter the
art of worm harvesting. In her stunning debut story collection, O. Henry Award
winner Souvankham Thammavongsa focuses on characters struggling to make a
living, illuminating their hopes, disappointments, love affairs, acts of defiance, and
above all their pursuit of a place to belong. In spare, intimate prose charged with
emotional power and a sly wit, she paints an indelible portrait of watchful children,
wounded men, and restless women caught between cultures, languages, and
values. As one of Thammavongsa's characters says, "All we wanted was to live."
And in these stories, they do—brightly, ferociously, unforgettably.

Unsentimental yet tender, taut and visceral, How to Pronounce Knife announces
Souvankham Thammavongsa as one of the most striking voices of her
generation. 

“As the daughter of refugees, I’m able to finally see myself in stories.” —Angela
So, Electric Literature
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