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1. The stories in Highwire Act & Other Tales of Survival are tethered together by an underlying 

concern with the climate crisis and its impact on humans and non-humans alike. At their very 
core, the stories ask how we will survive planetary degradation, and do we have it in us to 
turn things around. The fate of humans is an active question, but many people have resisted 
increasingly dire warnings from scientists about our use of fossil fuels. Is storytelling 
different? Can fiction touch our hearts and imaginations where statistics have failed in order 
to create the sense of urgency needed to enact change? How is reading about the effects of 
climate change on minds and bodies in fiction different from reading about them in the 
newspaper?  

 
2. As other species die off from loss of habitat and environmental toxins, humans are 

increasingly alone and lonely on the planet. In “Reef of Plagues,” as local researchers gather 
specimens at a dying coral reef, tourists arrive in a motor yacht complaining about the 
snorkeling. There are no fish and the coral is bleached. Coral reefs are the nursery of the 
oceans, and are highly sensitive to changing temperature and acidity, both of which are the 
result of fossil fuels. The researchers make no headway in explaining the situation to the 
tourists, who insist that coral is a rock, not a living creature. Can confronting the reality of 
loss help us navigate the future before the oceans become too warm to support life? Or is 
species extinction too depressing to even contemplate?  

 
2. Some people would argue that saving animals from extinction is the best way to save humans 

from the same fate, because we are all interconnected. In “Flying Home,” a woman 
hospitalized with Covid is visited by birds at her window, who become both a comfort and a 
warning. Can animals help lead us to a better understanding of our own place in nature? Can 
a stronger connection to non-humans persuade us to protect the environment on their behalf, 
and ultimately ours?  

 
3. Two stories in the collection are set in the future. In “Good Job, Robin,” a young couple in 

the next century raise genetically-assisted crickets for human consumption and to feed a 
population of rewilded robins. In “Highwire Act,” a woman lives in a gated complex, where 
meditation and mindfulness are the only sanctioned outlets. How does knowing these stories 
are set in the future impact how you understand them? Do you read them as a cautionary tale, 
or as blueprints for moving forward? Can speculative fiction help us think about the 
repercussions of our actions today?  

 
4. Gardening is all about controlling our environments. Sometimes we take wildlife into 

consideration when we create an outdoor living space, sometimes we don’t. In one story, 
“For The Birds,” the homeowners take a birdfeeder down when they host the garden club 
because of the mess the birds make. In “Live Magical Moments,” a woman with fertility 
problems (plastics, a petroleum product, are directly implicated in fertility issues of all 
species) contemplates the high-maintenance garden that surrounds her new home, and seeks 
permission to let nature do what it wants. These are two very different attitudes we may have 



towards the earth. Are there ways for humans to coexist with nature without destroying it? 
Are there things we can do and grow in our own gardens to help nature, rather than hinder it?  

 
5. Solastalgia is the term used to describe depression caused by environmental change. Grief 

and anxiety seem to hang in the air in some stories, as global losses bleed into personal ones. 
In “Sunk,” the narrator believes he’s going crazy because his house is sinking and no one 
believes him. Have you ever tried to explain the dangers of fossil fuels or plastics to someone 
and failed? How did that make you feel? How does that relate to the problem scientists have 
had in getting the public to take seriously the dangers of human-caused climate change? 

 
6. Capitalism is increasingly cited as the driver of the depletion of natural resources and the 

global dependence on fossil fuels. In “Infant Kettery,” a homeless man in a cemetery 
contemplates the grave of a baby left behind in the wake of the Westward expansion, when 
Europeans consumer economies replaced Native American communal societies. In 
“Woodbine & Asters,” an old hippie commune gives way to individualism as the generations 
shift. Is an agrarian commune even possible today, or are we stuck in a cycle of consumer 
expansion, creating even greater scarcity of natural resources? 

 
7. In “Organic, Local, and Cruelty-free” and “Piece of History,” a changing planet is the source 

of discord within families, sometimes unto death or dissolution. Is the climate crisis a subject 
that can be brought up with your own family and friends, or does the subject just create anger 
or denial? How do we find common ground to create the solutions necessary to ensure a 
future for our descendants and other species? Would watching a movie together like “Don’t 
Look Up” soften opinions? What about hanging a birdfeeder and just watching the birds?  

 
8. Climate change affects the respiratory health of millions of people due to increased air 

pollution and mold. In “It Won’t Be Long Now” a mother struggles with her daughter’s 
asthma and senses a connection with the disease and a stranded seal that has washed up in 
her yard. Everything is sick beyond our control. How can we protect ourselves from the very 
air around us, or is it already beyond any individual’s effort to lower their carbon footprint 
with recycling and electric cars? Like Greta Thunberg, do you think political action and 
social protest is a more expedient approach?  
 

 
 


