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Prose Reviews:  

From Issue #47: 

When the Rains Came by Jonathan Papernick is a plainspoken magical realism story in a domestic setting. The story is 

told by an objective first person communal narrator, a town that is experiencing floods in which various sea creatures wash up 

and wreak havoc on the community. When “those of us still left” congregate at the church, the priest declares that God is 

punishing them for their sins. A little boy stands up, attests that he has not ever sinned and strips off his shirt to reveal that he 

has grown gills and fins. He dives into the water and swims away, followed by other children in the town, “like a school of fish 

in search of the light.” 

 Papernick presents the magical realism elements in the story at a very interesting pace. The story begins as though it 

could be about any normal flood. By the end of the first paragraph, we can sense a bit of hyperbole when the rain falls “for four 

long weeks with no pause.” However, by the time the sea creatures arrive, it is clear that the story is set in a reality separate 

from ours. This creates an interesting effect when the boy at the end reveals his gills. We are initially surprised by the bizarre 

image, but because of the world Papernick has set up, we believe it to be true. Because of this, the ending reads as calm and 

hopeful, instead of a horror story. 

From Issue # 45: 

 Bride of the Future, by Peter Ho Davis is a plain spoken experimental story in an exotic setting. The first person 

subjective narrator describes her life married to Nostradamus who, upon meeting her, declares, “I’ve met the woman I’m going 

to wed.” They learn that, though he can see the future of anything else, he can’t see the future of his wife or—eventually—

sons, because love dampens his abilities. As the years go on, the narrator grows tired of her husband’s gift and gloomy 

disposition. She comments that perhaps he feels immortal, having seen the future death of so many people. Eventually, he 

starts to be able to predict her future and she realizes that means he doesn’t love her anymore. As she looks on at him, stroking 

his beard and saying, “I've seen the end of everything,” she realizes that “in the end even his name would die along with 

everything else,” and sees the one thing that he can’t: his own mortality. 

 This story experiments with anachronisms and pulls it off almost flawlessly. We know the story takes place in the 

1500’s because Nostradamus is a central character. However, the narrator’s voice is extremely contemporary, with lines of 

dialogue like, “Oooh! Spooky!” (when teasing Nostradamus) and, “You’ve seen my death, ain’t you?” In the few lines of 

dialogue we get from Nostradamus, on the other hand, he speaks more like how we’d expect him to, saying things like, “Just as 
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I have forseen,” and, “We can’t change our destiny.” This tension between what is expected and what we are presented with 

creates an interesting kind of humor that is both silly and smart. 

Rating: 6. The fiction featured in Fail Better is top notch and comes in a wide range of different styles. A writer who is not 

afraid to take risks could find a good home here. However, since most of the contributors are already established writers, it 

might not be the best bet for an emerging writer.  


