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This uncompromising novella explores
the fraught relationships between two
parents and their son as they live in a
traveling carnival; from taxidermied
humans to a shape-shifting lion tamer,
the emotional, intense surrealism on
display in this compressed novel knows
no bounds.
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"The haunting story of a family of broken dreamers, the promises
they make but cannot keep, and the child that survives them, The
Circle That Fits is a beautiful, nuanced novella of longing and
belonging. The son of two carnival workers, Daniel spends his
childhood in a trailer on the Midway. His experience is limited to the
transient, hand-to-mouth grind of a carny. Under the bright lights, to
the sound of the calliope, are constant threats and daily cruelties,
heightened by moments of tenderness. Merging a coming-of-age
story with an unflinching engagement of poverty, homelessness, and
the American mythology of the freedom of the open road, The Circle
That Fits is a gritty, heartbreaking, and ultimately hopeful work. It
slipped under my skin like a sliver of glass and remains there."

—Jenny Irish, author of I Am Faithful

Advanced

Praise

“At the heart of Kevin Lichty’s The Circle
That Fits are two spectacles: the public
display of a traveling carnival’s thrills and
the private drama of a fracturing family’s
pain, neither of which can exist apart from
the other, at least not for our young
protagonist. Lichty renders both his worlds
with precise, surprising language and an
enviably moving surrealism, one grounded
always in the rich emotions running
through this gripping novella.” 

— Matt Bell, author of Appleseed
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"The Circle That Fits is a tender Bildungsroman that traverses the
ligatures between destiny and identity. Daniel is both hungry for his
parents’ love, and maimed by its yoke—unable to be without them
and unable to be free of them. I found myself in Daniel, adroitly told
through Kevin Lichty’s graceful and sincere prose. Tremendously
crushing yet lilting with hope, The Circle That Fits will take you into
dark and mystical corners of carny life from the perspective of a boy
who allows us to witness exquisite love through the grotesque. This is
a novella I didn't know I needed, and one I now can't imagine being
without. Lichty has given us an astounding treasure."

— Kalani Pickhart, author of I Will Die in a Foreign Land
 

Advanced

Praise

"In prose that swerves and surprises like the best carnival ride, The Circle That Fits
offers readers intimate access to a young man’s life and way of seeing the world.
Kevin Lichty evokes otherworldly wonderment even when describing the harshest
realities, which in turn makes the novella both heartbreakingly beautiful and
beautifully heartbreaking. A stunning debut."

— Allegra Hyde, author of Eleutheria
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"The Circle That Fits is an achingly
beautiful portrait of boyhood, self-
creation, and the power of family
—the one we are born into, and
the one we create for ourselves—
to both nurture and haunt. In this
world of fireflies, Ferris wheels,
and fried dough, in exquisite,
masterful prose, Lichty illuminates
darkness and discovers grace."

— Tara Ison, author of Ball



          This book began with a car crash—or rather, the image of a car hydroplaning
down a mountain highway with a mother, a father, and a son on board. I was trying to
understand how to speed up and slow down the reader while using and withholding
conjunctions, but what I ended up doing was creating Daniel, a character I fell in love
with and who became the protagonist-narrator of The Circle That Fits. 
          Daniel grows up under the constant lights of a carnival, traveling up and down
the east coast of the United States with his parents while selling funnel cakes. But
after his mother disappears, Daniel becomes the sole caretaker of his father's
nightmares. Under the pressure of his father's increasing violence, the nagging
mystery of his mother's disappearance, and the feeling of isolation growing up
unrooted on the road without direction, Daniel begins to question his place in the
carnival and how long he can continue. Told in vignettes, The Circle That Fits folds a
thoughtful and reflective narrator into the experiential point of view of a child with all
of their magic and beauty and pain and loneliness revolving like the spokes on a
Ferris wheel. 
          While writing this book, I became obsessed with non-traditional family
structures. While reading Warlight by Michael Ondaatje, I discovered I’m drawn to
narratives centered around found or made families. I'm drawn to these types of
stories, I think, because I'm interested in how we figure out who we are and how we
move through the world when those who are supposed to help guide us in that
journey can't, or won't, or are not there to be able to. Since becoming a father nine
years ago, it seems this relationship to ourselves (who we are to become) and to our
parents (whoever those parents happen to be) and their role in that becoming is the
theme of much of my work.
                            Every story begins for me as an image, but I only begin writing when I       
                   can hear the language of that image rise into my ear. I want the language  
                   of my stories to be felt in the body, like music. I try to take the lessons of 
                   music (repetition, rhythm, modulation, tempo) and translate that into a 
                   language for the story, guide tones for me to follow as I build the world of 
                   the story. There have been times in my life when I have literally stood on a 
                   bed or a couch or a chair with a book in my hand reading a passage aloud 
                   to myself, feeling the rhythm and the music of the language vibrate in my 
                   body. I hope to achieve that same feeling in you.

 

               Love, 

Kevin Lichty 
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EXCERPT
 
           For five dollars, Rolfe took pictures of families with his lion—pictures of smiling children

sitting dangerously close to the lion's mouth, pictures of girls hugging the lion's mane, pictures of
boys petting the lion's back, pictures of twins with the lion's massive paws covering their laps or
heads or chests as they lay beneath the lion with their tongues lolling out and their eyes rolled
back and their arms thrown over the platform dramatically, pictures of parents whose eyes
resembled those of a gazelle staring into wheat-colored grass that swayed in the early morning
breeze. Pictures of the lion staring back.
           I liked to watch Rolfe with the lion, how quiet and still they both were. I used to watch him
hold the lion's stare, hold his arm out palm downward, always downward, how he moved like his
body wasn't pulled down by gravity, like his muscles floated in liquid. I used to watch that dance:
the thick chain around the lion's neck scraping across the platform as Rolfe moved and the lion's
head followed. Rolfe said the chain was for the parents, not for the lion.
          Rolfe would not tell us where the lion came from, so we made a history: Rolfe had been a
lion tamer's apprentice in a circus, and he watched every night as the ringleader's wife would go
into the lion tamer's tent until the ringleader found out and poisoned the lion tamer's lions in
revenge, all but one vomiting blood and bile and stomach until they died, or he’d been a
zookeeper and stole the lion cub after its mother died in childbirth, or he’d been a merchant
marine and bought the lion cub at a seller in a port of call and he smuggled it on board his ship
and hid it in the machine room, fed it scraps from the kitchen, covered its piss in vinegar and
disappeared with it in the first port of call he could.
          Llewellyn said where the lion came from didn't matter, said the lion was always here and so
always will be. Dad said the goddamn lion was a danger, said it was going to get the whole
carnival shut down one day.
         Rolfe sat down next to me one night right after Llewellyn had been found. He handed me a
grape soda, turned to me and said, the lion just started following me one day.
That doesn’t make any sense, I said.
          And he said he used to be an animal control officer and got called in as backup one day to
a job that was too big for the responding team. No one told him what was going on and when he
got there the other officers were frozen on the back porch and he could hear the screams of a
woman out somewhere in the wheat-colored grass. And he asked the three other officers what
was going on, and they told him not to go out there, told him they used everything they had, but
they couldn't touch him.
          And Rolfe said he went out anyway, went out into all that swaying grass, and he followed
the screams until he came upon a man and a woman and a lion. And the man's spine was broken
and pulled away from his rib cage, and the woman was beneath the lion and the lion had his
claws deep in her thigh and the jaws of his mouth were wrapped around her throat, and every
time she screamed the lion tensed and its teeth pressed against the flesh of her neck.
          And he said the lion was covered in blood—around his mouth, in his mane, on his chest. And
he said the lion stared at him with those honey-colored eyes, moved them without moving his
head and just held him there in those eyes, in those wheat-colored eyes.
          What did you do? I asked.
          And he said he removed his vest and his shirt and unbuckled his belt and let his pants falls
to the ground. And then he removed his boots and his underwear and stood there naked with his
arm out, palm downward. And then he said he closed his eyes and walked forward until he walked
right into the lion, until he could feel the silk of the lion's pelt, feel the warmth of the lion's skin,
until he buried his face in the lion's mane and then the lion let go and cried.


