BOOK CLUB KIT

Suggested Discussion Questions
How does Love & Ordinary Creatures compare to other books with animals
as narrators (from, for example, Garth Stein’s The Art of Racing in the
Rain to Robert O’Brien’s Mrs. Frisby and the Rats of NIMH to George
Orwell’s Animal Farm)?
Do you feel Clarissa fully understands the needs of Caruso as an intelligent
being? In what ways does she, as his caretaker, understand him well, and
in what ways does she fall short of giving him everything he needs?
In what ways does the island setting of Okracoke, North Carolina,
compare with Caruso’s native Australia?
How does life with Theodore Pinter affect Caruso’s notions of love? Do
you feel Pinter makes Caruso more bitter or more hopeful in the end?
What effect does the story’s timeline, the early 1990s, have on the story
— i.e., a time before the widespread use of cell phones and social media?
And what effect does this have on you as a reader? How do you think the
story might have been different if the book were set in 2014?
How has your view of domesticated animals, especially wild birds in
captivity, evolved after reading this book?
Has this novel made you think differently about the environment,
especially when it comes to animals? With the ending in mind, what does
this novel say to you about the intersection of nature and spirituality?

Q&A with Gwyn Hyman Rubio
Q: How

did you come up with the idea for this book?

A: Fifteen years ago, the idea for this book
materialized while my husband and I were traveling
in Australia. We were eating lunch in a delicatessen
when a young Australian woman with long,
tanned legs and tousled blond hair pedaled up and
stopped in front of the deli window. A Sulphurcrested Cockatoo was perched on the handlebars
of her bike. Dismounting, she walked over to the
parrot and learned toward him with puckered lips.
Simultaneously, he lengthened his neck and raised
his beak. Much to my amazement, they kissed—
after which she came inside to pick up her order.
While she was gone, the cockatoo kept his eyes on
her. Not once did he look away. Not once did he
try to fly off, even though his legs, I noticed, were
untethered. A few minutes later, food in hand, the
young woman left the deli, the cockatoo fluttering
his wings and squawking with delight as she
approached. “Now, that’s a bird in love,” I said to
my husband when the two of them cycled off.
Q: How

did you deal with the the challenges of writing

from a cockatoo’s point of view?

A: Caruso is a caged cockatoo, living in exile, which
limits what he can see, hear, touch, taste, and smell.
Therefore, I had to invent ways to enlarge his world so
that the novel would not become too claustrophobic.
One of these ways was to give Caruso memories of
his life before he was captured, thereby allowing
me to use poetic license to write about birds and
animals from areas of Australia and other places
that he couldn’t possibly have seen. Furthermore, it
prompted me to pick Ocracoke Island as the setting
for the novel so that I would be able to compare
and contrast the large island/continent of Australia
with the tiny island of Ocracoke. Crab Cakes, the
restaurant where Clarissa cooks, is directly behind

their cozy cottage, which makes it possible for
Caruso to watch her through the sunroom windows
as she cooks in the light-filled kitchen when she
doesn’t take him to work with her. In addition, I
felt that including a second storyline would be a
good idea because it would open Caruso’s universe
even more. To that end, I created Theodore Pinter,
who lives in Greensboro, North Carolina, and
whose whole life has revolved around the woman
he loved and lost, much as Caruso’s current life
revolves around Clarissa. I took liberties with much
of the latest research which shows that parrots
have remarkable intellects, crave attention, tend to
bond with one human in particular, experience and
express jealousy, and have some understanding of
language, in order to broaden Caruso’s life beyond
his bars.
Q: What

is your writing process like?

A: I like to write every day. My rule is: four pages or
four hours, whatever comes first. Nevertheless, if
the words are flowing easily and the characters are
speaking clearly to me, I can work for nine or ten
hours straight. I write the first draft of my novels on
yellow-lined legal pads in pencil because the tactile
sensation of pencil against paper slows me down and
nurtures the creative process; however, I alternate
between pencil and computer as I compose. I wear
my creative hat when I’m writing in longhand, my
critical hat when I’m typing on the computer. I try
to complete four or five handwritten pages before I
stop for the day. The day after, I type and edit these
pages on the computer. Then, ready to be creative
again, I pick up my pencil and pad. My first draft
is written on a sofa upstairs in our bedroom; my
second is typed at my desk in my study downstairs.

Praise for Love and Ordinary Creatures
“Love & Ordinary Creatures tells of the powerful and often
surprising human-animal connections, transcending species,
and explores the way we connect with our environment, its
creatures, and one another...a gripping tale of the human
condition and the deeper meanings of love, life and sacrifice.”
— Huffington Post Books
“...a story that’s rich with insights about love, belonging, the
power of nature, and the complex connections between humans
and other species.”
— Greensboro News & Record
“In this interesting cross-species love story, Rubio does a good
job of expressing the mind-set of another creature and gives
spot-on descriptions of the local landscape.”
— Booklist
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“Here is an exquisitely written, completely original, and deeply
moving meditation on true love. A literary page-turner, Love and
Ordinary Creatures is Rubio’s best book...”
— Silas House, author of Clay’s Quilt and Eli the Good
“There is nothing ordinary about Gwyn Hyman Rubio’s expertly
crafted and articulated Love and Ordinary Creatures… this story
is nothing short of splendid.”
— Linda Scott DeRosier, Ph.D., author of Creeker: A Woman’s
Journey and Songs of Life and Grace
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