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‘Principles ofNavigation,” Evanston resident Lynn Sloan’s

debut novel, is something of a time capsule. She com-

pleted it in1999, but the novel sat in her desk drawer for

more than a decade after herNewYork agent abruptly

quit the business six days after the Sept. 11 terrorist at-

tacks..

Sloan turned her attention to short fiction.Her stories were published in such

journals as AmericanLiteraryReview andTheLiteraryReview.
Aphotographer, she taught at Colum-

biaCollegeChicago. But three years ago,
shewas compelled to revisit the novel.

“A lot had changed,” Sloan said in a
phone interview. “Whatwas contempo-
rarywhen Iwrote itwas now locked in a
specific historicalmoment.”

Thatmomentwas themillennium,
when concernswere rife about the com-
puter bug, Y2K. Somekind of virus is
infecting the union ofAlice, a reporter,
andRolly, an artist and college professor.
After three years of trying, she longs to
have a baby,while he is feeling increas-
ingly constrained in small-town Indiana,
“stuckwith the dull and second rate at a
backwater liberal arts college.” “Princi-
ples ofNavigation” charts the dissolution
of their eight-yearmarriage.

The bookwas inspired by a young
married couple Sloan observed at an art
exhibition.

“They seemed so unlike each other,”
she said. “The questions inmymind
were,what ever brought those two to-
gether andwould theirmarriage last? I
suspected itwouldn’t. I thought about
what drives couples—who think they are
made for each other— apart. First, of
course, is grief, but the other thing is
when you comedown to the hard ques-

tions ofwhat really
matters (to each
spouse). Youhave to
examine that or you
may find one day
that yourmate
might have some-
thing very different
in his or her heart.”

The general arc
of the published
novel is the same,
said Sloan,who
reshapedher novel
at Ragdale, the Lake
Forest-based artists’
retreat. She did not
introduce any new
characters. She
added but one chap-

ter.What had changed in the intervening
yearswas her style ofwriting. In particu-
lar, she said, shewas influenced by one of
ElmoreLeonard’s oft-quoted rules of
writing: “Try to leave out all the parts
readers skip.” She cut 40,000words.

Sloan began the process of shopping
the book to agents,who, she said, offered
variations on the theme, “beautifully
written but I don’t think I can sell it.”

Afterwhat she called “a crushing num-

ber of those,” she submitted herwork to
independent publisher Fomite Press,
based inBurlington, Vt.

“Lynn’s novel came acrossmy screen,
and immediately struckmewith the
intelligence of thewriting, so itwent into
myREADpile,” saidMarcEstrin, Fomite
Press editor, said in an email. “As I pro-
ceeded, its story-intensity grew, as did its
insight into both its particular characters
and situational issues, and into the gen-
eral problemof human opacity. Itwas a
natural for Fomite.”

Andnow, Sloan is basking in the “quite
wonderful emotional experience” of
having her first novel published. She has
left teaching to concentrate onherwrit-
ing and isworking on a second book.

With deference to spoilers, “Principles
ofNavigation” seems poised for a sequel
as one of the characters embarks on a
new life. But Sloan said she is going to let
the book’s characters go.

“I took themas far as Iwanted,” she
said. “If readers follow them to the end,
they can imagine how theywish the next
chapterwould be.”

Donald Liebenson is a frequent Printers
RowJournal contributor.
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Navigating her way
to publication
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Evanston author Lynn Sloan explores the
dissolution of a marriage in her debut novel

“The questions in my
mind were, what ever
brought those two
together and would
their marriage last? I
suspected it wouldn’t.,,
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