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they have not died. This expectation of disaster unnerves Ellie: the sense—so wholly  
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“We knew it was serious when Mom yanked the wheel so hard, shit went flying all over the van. I 
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DEAR READER:

At Slice an issue is never finalized until we reach the end of our slush pile. That’s the term 
publishers use for unsolicited submissions. It evokes a picture of tired editors wading through 
stacks of likely rejects. But for us, and most independent publishers, that pile is anything but 
slushy. It’s where we discover more than 90 percent of our poetry and prose. And we don’t 
decide on which pieces to accept until we reach the end of the pile because no matter how 
good a piece might be, there’s always the chance that next in line is something else worthy of 
consideration. We’re an endlessly hopeful bunch, you see, just like our indie peers.

Mystery surrounds the etymology of hope—our theme for this issue. There’s no known origin. 
Most scholars agree that “hope” simply points back to itself, with slight variations, throughout 
history. Yet some draw a line between “hope” and “hop,” as in “leaping in expectation.” And that 
notion of leaping is apt, given that hope is directly related to the platform from which it is cast.

In this issue of Slice, we’ve handpicked stories, essays, and poems that follow unexpected 
trajectories of hope. A bride-to-be falls in love with her unattainable driving instructor. An 
unconventional mother is obsessed with finding her runaway dog. A speech therapist struggles 
to preserve the voice of a dying man. 

In a series of interviews, David Gates, Elissa Schappell, Justin Taylor, and Adelle Waldman 
discuss their careers with insight and frankness. Justin Taylor also introduces a story by 
rising star Ingrid Nelson, a writer who has, he notes, “a marvelous instinct for articulating 
awkwardness, for finding the just-right wrong thing to say.” National Medal of Arts recipient 
Donald Hall ref lects on writing and aging in a thought-provoking essay. And debut author 
Julia Fierro joins her agent and her editor to provide us with a behind-the-scenes glimpse at her 
novel, Cutting Teeth.

We’re willing to bet that after dipping into this issue, you won’t be able to resist taking that 
leap—from wherever you are—to become fully immersed in these pages.

Cheers,
The Editors
Celia Johnson, Elizabeth Blachman & Maria Gagliano
Slice magazine
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From  
Poems to 

ParagraPhs
DonalD Hall

Starting in the seventh grade, I wrote lines of 
poetry, poetry, poetry. After two books of poems, I wrote 
String Too Short to Be Saved, about childhood summers 
on my grandparents’ New Hampshire farm. I wrote in 
paragraphs, not in lines, in order to tell family stories.

Poems are image-bursts from brain-depths, words 
f lavored by buttery long vowels. As I grew older—collaps-
ing into my seventies, glimpsing ahead the cliffs of the 
eighties, colliding into eighty-five—poetry abandoned me. 
How could I complain, after seventy years of diphthongs? 
The sound of poems is sensual, even sexual. The shadow 
mind pours out metaphors—at first poets may not under-
stand what they say—that lead to emotional revelation. For 
a male poet, imagination and tongue-sweetness require a 
blast of hormones. When testosterone diminishes . . .

My last book of poems came out. Writing paragraphs, I 
looked out the window and wrote about what I saw. Snow 
was falling, later daffodils bursting. I luxuriated in the 
paragraph, the sentence, varieties of fast and slow, rise and 
fall—improvising toward a final fullness.

« . »

The greatest pleasure in writing is rewriting. My 
early drafts are always wretched. At first a general verb like 
“move” is qualified by the adverb “quickly.” After sixty tries 
I come up with a particular, possibly witty verb, and drop 
the adverb. Originally I wrote, “poetry suddenly left me,” 
which after twelve drafts became “poetry abandoned me”—
with another sentence to avoid self-pity. When my doctor 
told me I had diabetes, I was incredulous. I said, “You 
mean I am pre-diabetic.” Writing in this book, I changed 
a verb to mock my silly presumption. “‘You mean I am pre-
diabetic,’ I explained.”

« . »

Revision takes time, a long and pleasing process. 
Some of my recent essays took more than eighty drafts, 
some as few as thirty. Writing prose, I used to be a bit 
quicker. Maybe I discovered more things to be persnickety 
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From poems to par agr aphs  
DonalD Hall

about? More likely, age has slowed down my access to the 
right word. Because of multiple drafts, I have been accused 
of self-discipline. Really I am self-indulgent, I cherish 
revising so much.

Once I worked with William Shawn, editor of the 
New Yorker from 1952 to 1987, who is well remembered 
for his fastidious scrutiny of sentences, his polite and 
fierce insistence on repair. First from the magazine I 
would receive galleys of text with suggestions or requests 
for changes, maybe a hundred each galley. When the 
pages of the corrected version arrived, there were thirty 
more queries on each. A week before publication, my 
telephone rang at 6 p.m. “Do you have time, Mr. Hall, to 
go over your essay? It might take a few hours.” Silently I 
sighed. “Go ahead, Mr. Shawn.” “In the first sentence we 
have found a serial comma we think we might with profit 
remove.”

« . »

As I work over clauses and commas, I understand 
that rhythm and cadence have little connection to import, 
but they should carry the reader on a pleasurable journey. 
Sentences can be long, three or more complete clauses 
dancing together, or two clauses with one leaning on the 
other, or an added phrase of only a few syllables. Sentences 
and paragraphs are as various as human beings. I like the 
effect—see John McPhee—of a paragraph three pages 
long, glued together by transitions that never sound like 
transitions.

After a three-page paragraph, maybe a one-line blurt.

« . »

There are problems in writing one can learn to 
avoid. Almost always, in my poems or essays, the end goes 
on too long. “In case you don’t get it, this is what I just 
said.” Cut it out. Let the words f lash a conclusion, then 
get out of the way. Sometimes the writer intrudes—me, 
myself, and I—between the reader and the page. Don’t 
begin paragraphs with “I.” For that matter, try not to 
begin sentences with the personal pronoun. Avoid “me” 
and “my” when you can. Writing memoir, don’t say, “I 

remember that in my childhood nothing happened to me.” 
Say, “In childhood nothing happened.”

« . »

Nevertheless, for seventy-odd years I have been 
writing about myself, which has led to a familiar scene: 
I meet someone, we chat, something stirs my memory, 
I begin to tell an anecdote—and the head in front of 
me nods up and down and smiles. She knows this story 
because I have put it in print, possibly three times.

Avoid the personal pronoun when you can—but not 
the personal. My first book of poems said “I,” but the 
word was distant, a stiff and poetic “I.” In my best poems 
and prose I’ve become steadily more naked, with a naked-
ness that disguises itself by wearing clothes. A scrupulous 
passion of style—word choice, syntax, punctuation, order, 
rhythm, specificity—sets forth not only the writer’s ren-
dering of barns and hollyhocks but the writer’s feelings and 
counter-feelings.

Essays, like poems and stories and novels, marry heaven 
and hell. Contradiction is the cellular structure of life. 
Sometimes north dominates, sometimes south—but if the 
essay doesn’t include contraries, however small they be, 
the essay fails. When I looked out the window—taking 
joy in sparrows, snow, Mount Kearsarge, lilacs, and wild 
turkeys—my essay was incomplete. It required contrast, 
required something nasty or ridiculous. Happily I found 
it. When “Out the Window” appeared in print, a hundred 
letters arrived. Terry Gross interviewed me for Fresh Air. 
Almost everyone paid as much attention to a goon’s baby 
talk as to the landscape. I thank a museum guard at the 
National Gallery who spoke to us as Linda pushed my 
wheelchair from the lunchroom toward more paintings. 
“Did you like your lunch?” he said to Linda. Then he bent 
to me, waggled his finger, and with a hideous grin asked 
me, “Did we have a nice din-din?” DH

“From Poems to Paragraphs” is from Donald Hall’s forth-
coming essay collection, Essays After Eighty, which will be 
published by Houghton Miff lin Harcourt in December 
2014. By permission of the Author c/o The Strothman 
Agency, LLC.
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this must Be 
the PLaCe

Brett BeacH

The passengers clap as the plane’s wheels touch 
down on the tarmac. It’s because they have not died. This 
expectation of disaster unnerves Ellie: the sense—so wholly 
un-American—that safety is a luxury. Flight is a modern 
marvel, having only arrived to Cape Verde in the past 
decade. Her husband George’s ancestors sailed to the coast 
of Massachusetts on boats, and now she is sitting beside 
him, reversing the trip in a cabin packed to capacity with 
other second- and third-generation emigrants. And so Ellie 
claps too.

The plane whines in its braking, and George grips 
her hand. “Oh, fuck this,” he says. He didn’t sleep on the 
twelve-hour f light from Logan, and he’s remained restless 
on this jumper plane between islands. A row ahead of Ellie, 
an old woman kisses a string of rosary beads. A baby wails, 
is shushed. 

The plane banks at the end of the landing strip and 
begins the slow crawl back toward the airport. A dry brown 
landscape passes through the window. In the distance are 
black mountains, their sloped peaks pitched against the late-
afternoon sky. Ellie’s not sure what exactly she expected, 
only that Africa, the whole continent if not these islands off 
the west coast, existed in her imagination as a vague mass of 
safaris and warriors, chanting Zulus, and giraffes trundling 
by on spindle legs. Not this broken down expanse of earth. 
A square concrete building flanked by wire fencing is the 
only sign of development for miles. 

The plane shudders to stillness. The interior light f lick-
ers. Beside Ellie, George’s stomach is making odd, gurgling 
sounds. He can barely open his eyes. She wants to tell him 
to look: he’s missing everything. His grandfather was born 
on this island but left in 1918 to work in the cranberry bogs 
of Massachusetts. George’s father died last year, having 
never seen the islands as he’d always wanted—never enough 
money or time, and familial obligations that kept him work-
ing into his late sixties. His retirement was followed almost 
immediately by the pneumonia that killed him. Ellie refuses 
to let George miss out in the same way, regretting on his 
deathbed all the things he didn’t do, so she pushed for the 
trip. Too hard, maybe. 

She watches him scrounging around for their carry-on 
bags from the bins above the seat. He looks distracted and 
tired and hot: a teenager in a fifty-four-year-old man’s body. 
George didn’t cry, not after his father’s funeral, and not now, 
almost a year later. And because he doesn’t show his grief in 
any way that Ellie recognizes, before they left she did some-
thing in secret. To help, she told herself. From the urn on the 
mantle above the fireplace, she scooped out a cup’s worth of 
ashes—George’s father, divided evenly between George and 
his brother. The remains were chunky with bone, the ash gray 
and white. She sealed them tight in a ziplock baggie, hidden 
deep in the purse tucked at her side. They’ll scatter the ashes 
in Cape Verde, she decided. They’ll bring George’s father to 
the islands at last, and George will be able to really mourn. 

ILLUSTRaTION By yEVGENIya MIKHaILIK



22

Outside, falling snow shortens
The trajectory of light, wavelength of sound 
Until it is a perfect world of nearly.

On some streets the word burns down
In barrels and the warmth is diamond-brief.

Light, which I dreamt was a decoder
Of everything, falls in uneven piles on snowdrifts.
A final loose lasso of geese f lies south, southeast.

Inside I look at a book of mosaics—
Shattered bones recomposed.

Someone sleeps in the next room, his breath curt
Stutters. The abbreviated glass resolves into horses,
An evening lake. 

It is so pleasurable to recognize strangers.
The brain likes this little glory, moment to crow over.

Lately I recognize myself
More and more, like an explanation
Suddenly stepping out from the woodwork

Of fact. I am special and irrevocable,
Under the skin of skin of stone.

Whoever is in the next room stirs
And creaks in sleep.
The sound of his motion rearranges me.

nearly
amy meng
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A CoNveRSATIoN wITh 

DAvID GATeS &  
ADelle wAlDMAN

Brian gresko 

Last year, when reviewing Adelle Waldman’s wonderful debut novel, The Love Affairs 
of Nathaniel P., for the Los Angeles Review of Books, I read about Waldman’s love of Jane 
Austen and instantly thought of David Gates, who also sings the nineteenth-century 
novelist’s praises. This seemed reason enough to get Waldman and Gates together, but the 
more I thought about them in relation to one another, the more similarities I saw in their 
lives and work.

After years working as journalists, both published highly acclaimed first novels that 
plumb the depths of the male psyche. Waldman’s novel chronicles, via a tight third-person 
point of view, the title character’s inability to commit and feel satisfied with his girlfriend 
Hannah, and indeed with any of his relationships, even though at times he would like to or 
thinks that he should. Through the lens of romance and dating, Waldman explores Nate’s 
psychology—the harsh judgments that underlie his generally enlightened, politically correct 
thinking, the id that pours relationship poison into his ego’s ear—with a sharp wit and 
perfectly tuned sentences. 

In novels like Preston Falls and the Pulitzer Prize–nominated Jernigan, Gates tells 
the sad stories of middle-aged men who aspire to be better—with their families and 
partners, on the job, as human beings in general—but can’t bring themselves to shake off 
the weight of self-pity, selfishness, addiction, and depression. Like older, suburban cousins 
of Nathaniel P., Gates’s characters pull the wool over their eyes with a scintillating, self-
deprecating humor. They’re funny and insightful, if not always admirable.

We all met on a cold afternoon in December at a café in Greenwich Village, and as 
the sun set, Gates and Waldman participated in one of the most vivacious and interesting 
conversations I’ve had the pleasure to witness. I was particularly touched when Gates 
doled out career advice for the younger Waldman, wisdom any writer or aspiring writer 
will find valuable.
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slice  
Issue 15

Both of you had careers in journalism before turning to 
fiction. Can you tell me about those experiences? In par-
ticular, did you learn anything as a journalist that helped 
you write fiction?

I moved to New York after college thinking 
that I would waitress and write a novel. This 

sounded very bohemian and fun, but unfortunately I wasn’t a 
great waitress, and I found it just as hard to write a novel in 
New York as it had been in college. My boyfriend at the time 
was a journalist, and he seemed happy, so I answered an ad in 
the New York Times and got a job reporting for a financial 
trade publication, a newsletter put out by a company called 
Institutional Investor. I covered online banking, which was 
really boring, but it led to jobs in the business sections of the 
New Haven Register (in Connecticut) and the Cleveland 
Plain Dealer, which were far more interesting to me. Being a 
newspaper reporter was the best actual job I ever had. (I’m 
not counting novel writing, which is different from a regular 
job.) 

But for me, journalism was always a day job. What I 
wanted to be doing was writing novels. For a long time, 
I simply wasn’t ready. The fiction I wrote in my early 
twenties just wasn’t good. Journalism taught me things, 
though—for example, that if I said I was going to write 
something, then I had to actually do it. No f laking out, or 
sitting around waiting for inspiration! I started thinking a 
lot about sentences then too. 

Yes, in terms of spitting out work that reads 
well and makes sense, journalism is really 

valuable. And while I wouldn’t want to go back and make 
it my career again, it was not without its pleasures.

I primarily reviewed books for Newsweek, but I did 
music pieces too. I’d fall in love with bands and sell 
Newsweek on covering them, but then nobody would buy 
their records. My editors came to distrust my taste so 
much that as long as I championed something they’d give 
it no space. For example, I got one column—a third of a 
page—to cover Beck’s Odelay, because they figured that 
since I liked it then it must be some marginal bullshit.

That’s perversely f lattering.
 

It became really tiresome, though.

David, what inspired you to write fiction? You were 
thirty-three when you started, right?

I was married to Ann Beattie for a number of 
years, and she could write a story in six hours 

that would end up in the New Yorker with only a couple of 
words changed. She was the only fiction writer I’d known, 
and I figured they were all like that, while I was not that 
kind of being. 

When our marriage came apart, I was living in 
Connecticut and taking the commuter train to Newsweek, 
where I had a sub-entry-level job answering readers’ hate 
mail. They used to have a department that employed 
about ten people full and part time just to answer mail, 
and any schlub off the street who could write a sentence 
could get that job. I got it by happenstance: the man who 
lived next door to the house we were renting had worked 
in magazines for years and knew the woman who ran the 
letter-answering department. One day on my commute, 
when I was in really bad shape emotionally, I freaked 
out and began scrawling down all of my complaints and 
misery. I thought that as long as I kept writing I would 
be okay; they wouldn’t come and carry me off the fucking 
train. 

I did that for a few days, and then looked back on it 
and thought it was interesting. I figured if I gave it a little 
turn to the left it could pass as fiction. A mere eleven 
years later I got something in print. It wasn’t something 
that I’d intended to do, but I didn’t have anything else in 
my life. 

Did you study literature?
 

I went to graduate school at the University of 
Connecticut and was very serious about being a 

literature professor. I did all of my coursework for a PhD 
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and had a draft of my dissertation about the late works of 
Samuel Beckett. I read a lot, but never felt that any of it 
applied to me personally, that I would ever be writing 
myself. 

And then one day I lost my mind and began writing. 
That thing, a Beckett knockoff, took a year to complete 
and was never published, nor should it be. It was my way 
of finding a voice, or a comfort, or a something from writ-
ing. I never went to a writing program or took creative-
writing courses. I figured it out for myself and made lots 
of mistakes in the process. Jernigan, the first novel that I 
published, was beginner’s luck. I really had no idea what 
I was doing, and it’s still the book that people know the 
best.

I didn’t do an MFA either.
 

That makes us very unusual. I’m a great fan of 
those programs, but I didn’t think one would 

work for me. 

I don’t have any regrets, but in retrospect I 
am surprised by my decision not to even apply 

for an MFA. While I enjoyed journalism, I didn’t like 
living in Cleveland, and so I came back to New York to 
freelance. I knew people in New York, from high school 
and college and journalism school, but I wasn’t really in the 
literary world at all. I was writing a lot of business pieces to 
pay the rent. I felt lonely for literary companionship—
people to talk to about novels and novel writing. I was very 
isolated and depressed for a few years. That would have 
been the perfect time for me to have done an MFA. 

I think that I didn’t apply in large part because I feared 
rejection. Even though I had never written a word of 
fiction that I thought was decent, I felt safer being an un-
published and untested writer, which is nuts because you 
face so much rejection in the publishing industry if you’re 
going to write fiction.

Still, I did have other reservations, which are more 
legitimate. I don’t know if an MFA would have worked for 
me stylewise. I had a way in which I wanted to write—I 
knew I wanted to write very psychological realist fiction, 
and I knew the books I liked the most were nineteenth-
century novels, rather than the contemporary short stories 

PHOTOGRaPH Of aDELLE WaLDMaN (RIGHT) By LOU ROUSE

PHOTOGRaPH Of DaVID GaTES (LEfT) By KaRIN SCHaLM
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Piss ant 
Friday

gianna De Persiis Vona

we knew it was serious when Mom yanked the 
wheel so hard, shit went f lying all over the van. I don’t 
mean real shit, as in excrement. I mean the shit in the 
van, and then there was the van itself. It was a piece of 
shit van. A super shit van. That’s what my brothers and I 
called it, The Super Shit. Like, when Mom said, “Let’s go, 
boys!” we’d say, “Are we taking The Super Shit?” I don’t 
know how it started, a play on words, I guess. That, and 
anything that pissed Mom off was well worth repeating. 
The Super Shit was a powder-blue Ford Aerostar with 
gaping rust holes in the sides. We had to park it on hills 
because sometimes, when the mood struck, The Super Shit 
would only start with a push. “Is that the best you can do, 
boys?” Mom would yell at us out the driver’s-side window, 
and we would curse and sweat, and wish death upon Ford 
and Aerostars everywhere.

Then there was the inside of The Super Shit. The 
windows were plastered over with the stickers my brothers 
and I used to slap up there when we were bored and Mom 
wasn’t paying attention. The upholstered ceiling of The 
Super Shit was poked through with pencil holes, and the 
f loor was covered in a mat of crumpled-up receipts, fast-
food containers, and lost pieces of homework. It was no 

wonder we did so poorly in school. Once you brought your 
stuff into The Super Shit, it was gone for good. The thing 
about Mom was she lived in a state of caffeine-fueled, 
chain-smoking, manic insanity. We were always pulling 
over for more coffee, 7-Eleven, McDonald’s, truck stops—
half the shit on the f loor of the van was just Mom’s dis-
carded coffee cups and cigarette packets. The van reeked 
of cigarettes, sour milk, and coffee breath—in fact, so did 
our house, with its piles of dirty laundry and layers of dog 
hair from years of Piss Ant Friday, my mom’s Chihuahua-
bulldog mix, shedding all over the place. The only friend 
I could ever have over was Carlos, because Carlos lived in 
the trailer park with his alcoholic stepfather, and Carlos’s 
mother was in prison for something Carlos wouldn’t talk 
about, and the toilet in his trailer didn’t even work. He had 
to use the public restroom at the deli down the street. They 
didn’t have hot water in that tin can, so my house seemed 
pretty nice to him. But other than Carlos, no way. I’d make 
excuses. “My mom’s sick.” “I’m not allowed to have anyone 
over tonight.” Anything to put them off. Not that I had so 
many offers. When you show up to school in The Super 
Shit, your clothes reeking of your mom’s tobacco, and 
your pant legs covered in Piss Ant Friday’s dog fur, friends 
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aren’t exactly fighting to get at you. I didn’t let myself care 
too much, except that Carlos was sick a lot, probably from 
living in that trailer with no heat, and so I had to eat lunch 
alone on plenty of days. Growing up in my house, you got 
used to some things, but eating lunch alone never came 
easy—made me feel like me and The Super Shit, we were 
meant for each other. 

This day started out like any other, except just a little 
bit worse. Piss Ant Friday was out of the yard again, and 
there was some loud debating going on regarding whose 
fault this was. All the facts pointed to it being Mom, but of 
course she would never admit to a single mistake—every-
thing was always someone else’s fault where Mom was con-
cerned. She worked for Molly Maids, cleaning houses for 
rich people while wearing a stupid pink dress, and when 
she was there, everything was Shirley’s fault. Anything 
went wrong on a job, it was that bitch Shirley. At home, it 
was me or Freddy or Bruno’s fault. Never Piss Ant Friday’s 
for chewing up our stuff—no, it was our fault for leaving 
it on the f loor when we damn well knew Piss Ant Friday 
couldn’t control himself. Do adults never leave gates un-
latched? Is there a certain magic age, and when you hit it, 
suddenly you never forget to latch a gate again? Apparently, 

or at least according to my mom, because even though 
she had gone out with the girls the night before and come 
home at one in the morning smelling like whiskey, no, it 
couldn’t possibly have been her. Even though Carlos and 
I were playing Xbox when she came home, and literally, 
hadn’t so much as looked out the window, much less gone 
outside, all day, and Freddy and Bruno were passed out in 
their beds after cutting poison oak at John Lewis’s place 
for six bucks an hour. No, it had to be one of us. Carlos, he 
knew a bad scene when he saw one, and it didn’t take him 
long to wolf down a bowl of Cap’n Crunch, grab his bike, 
and take off. Mom was swearing, and tearing the house 
upside down, waving a bag of jerky treats over her head like 
some kind of maniac, as if Piss Ant Friday might suddenly 
materialize from under one of the laundry piles and show 
himself. “That’s it!” she screamed. “I’ve had it! That dog 
means everything to me! Everything! And I can’t get you 
boys to do one thing for me, just one goddamn thing. Just 
latch the fucking gate, is that too much to ask? Oh, stupid 
me, of course it is!”

Protests were useless. Freddy, Bruno, and I sat on the 
couch and didn’t say anything until Mom turned her de-
mands on us: “Well, are you just going to sit there?”

ILLUSTRaTION By aLEx ROULETTE
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Julia Fierro is all too familiar with the writing life, though not always from this side of 
the writer’s desk. As founder of the Sackett Street Writers’ Workshop, she has spent 
more than ten years teaching intensive writing classes from her kitchen table, and in 
the process, building a village of instructors throughout New York City who also open 
their homes to teach craft workshops. Julia is known within the literary community as a 
nurturing, supportive advocate of every writer and instructor in the Sackett family—and 
well beyond. So the arrival of Julia’s own debut novel, Cutting Teeth, came with much 
excitement within the community she has grown and inspired.

I sat down with Julia for this issue’s installment of our Behind the Book Deal series to 
learn how her Sackett work has colored her experience of writing, editing, and publishing 
her own novel. We’re also joined by Julia’s agent, Maria Massie, and her editor, Elizabeth 
Beier, for a candid look at how Cutting Teeth made its way from manuscript to finished book.

maria gagliano

behIND The 
book DeAl
INTeRvIewS wITh 

JulIA FIeRRo, MARIA MASSIe & 
elIzAbeTh beIeR
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AuThoR, CuTTING TeeTh  

JulIA FIeRRo
You founded and run one of Brooklyn’s most vibrant 
writing communities, the Sackett Street Writers’ 
Workshop. Did you teach workshops while writ-
ing Cutting Teeth? How did teaching creative writing 
inf luence your own writing process?

Teaching writing, especially the advanced 
novel-writing workshops I taught at Sackett 

Street in the last decade, inf luenced me beyond my 
writing (and finishing) of Cutting Teeth. While Cutting 
Teeth is my first published novel, it was not the first I 
wrote. In 2002, after I graduated from the Iowa Writers’ 
Workshop, my first novel went out to editors and was 
passed on again and again. My expectations coming out of 
the bubble of an MFA program were very high, and I 
crashed, losing confidence in myself completely. I didn’t 
write for almost seven years, instead immersing myself in 
teaching and growing Sackett Street. Now, with the 
clarity of hindsight, I can see that my motivation for 
placing an ad on Craigslist in 2002 for that first Sackett 
Street workshop—eight writers meeting in my Brooklyn 
kitchen—had more to do with my need to find a creative 
haven of sorts, a place where I could practice my writing 
through the in-depth daily critique of other writers’ work. 
For years, I taught workshops of experienced and talented 
writers four nights a week, and I edited novel manuscripts, 
many of which have been published. I honestly learned 
more about writing, particularly how to structure a novel, 
through teaching than I ever learned in any of my MFA 
classes or workshops. Teaching demands you use 100 
percent of your focus: you work what I often call “the 
writer’s perspective” or “the writer’s brain” in hyper- 
focused analysis of the technical choices a writer makes 
(point of view, tone, order of information, pacing, charac-
terization, etc.) and how those choices craft the reader’s 
experience. 

When I returned to writing full-time in 2010, com-
mitted to writing Cutting Teeth, I was a better writer and 
a more mature thinker; I had grown as a person. I knew 
how to structure a novel and how to tell a story. I finished 
that first draft of Cutting Teeth in less than nine months. 
Working with the Sackett writers, who were so dedicated 
in their own writing and the development of their own 
craft, taught me everything and gave me a new faith in my 
own writing. You see, most of the writers I’d worked with 
in that decade had jobs that had little to do with writing—
as lawyers, accountants, stay-at-home parents, graphic 
designers, bartenders, computer programmers—and they 
wrote at night after work and on the weekends, despite 
their exhaustion. The purity of their dedication and their 
motivation became my own motivation. I owe everything 
to my Sackett Street writers, and I feel like Cutting Teeth 
is partly their success too.

Can you talk a little about your journey to find an agent? 
Had you finished writing the first draft of Cutting 
Teeth by the time you signed with Maria, or did you start 
working together while it was still a work in progress?

I’d revised Cutting Teeth at least three times 
before querying agents, knowing that I wanted 

the novel to be in the best possible shape before I sent it 
out into the world. This was a lesson I’d learned in my first 
experience submitting a manuscript to agents. As I 
mentioned, I’d experienced the submission process shortly 
after I’d graduated from Iowa, and I had been terribly 
impatient. I rushed the writing of that first novel, only 
revised it once. There was an agent waiting for the 
manuscript. I was twenty-four years old and anxious and 
naïve and eager to join the ranks of my Iowa classmates, 
some of whom were scoring book deals while we were still 
in the program. It is no surprise (and probably a blessing in 
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7 animals are 1 f law away from taking over the world:
a stupid defect of the scorpion makes it glow 

if the moon or stars are out. Super-intelligent slime 
are excellent city planners, funneling 

nutrients along efficient pathways
rivaling the Tokyo subway system. 

Mayflies—you’ve seen their corpses 
litter beaches, their annual orgy so dense it shows up on radar—cannot eat. 

After mating, the female abandons her eggs and carries
on with the rest of her life.

Their organs are completely filled with air, which is the saddest thing 
I’ve imagined all week.

Octopuses solve complex problems and their arms have minds of their own. 
Octopuses die after sex. 

The Portuguese man-of-war can’t swim—you mistake 
this gasbag for a jellyfish on steroids, but it’s really 

an organized army
traveling with a thousand decoys inside a deceptively innocent murder machine. 

Tarsiers tackle birds mid-f light, rotate
their necks Exorcist-style, give birth clinging to a tree and can’t walk.

Evolution finds infinite ways for creatures 
to be bad: some breed so fast you can’t eat them all 

and a 10-year-old boy leaves a note:
“I am so homicide,” it says in broken sentences. 

“I think about killing all the time. The monster want out. 
He only been out one time and someone die.” 

Our engineers have their tools, their will, their instruments 
and expertise. All they need now are their orders.

happy  
science
mary-alice Daniel

COLLaGE By BEDELGEUSE
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AN INTeRvIew wITh 

I wouldn’t want to imagine the contemporary literary world without Elissa Schappell in it. 
She is fiercely dedicated to celebrating new writing, and her generosity of spirit 

touches so many facets of our community. As an editor, she learned from mentors at the 
Paris Review and in the 1990s went on to cofound Tin House, one of our generation’s most 
revered literary magazines. These days, Schappell contributes to Tin House as editor-at-
large while also penning book reviews in her “Hot Type” column in Vanity Fair—making 
her role as a reader just as inf luential as her editorial work. 

Schappell is a fiction writer to the core. Her latest book, Blueprints for Building Better 
Girls, was chosen as one of the best books of the year by outlets as varied as the Wall Street 
Journal, Newsweek, and O magazine. And perhaps not surprisingly given her obsession 
with new writing, Schappell also makes time to teach creative writing in the MFA 
programs at Columbia University and Queens University.

I’m equally inspired by Schappell’s ass-in-chair dedication to writing as I am by 
her literary hustle. Writing doesn’t come any easier because of her many lit jobs: the first 
drafts are still rough and rambling, the distractions always tempting, and the self-doubt 
raging. We talked about how she manages to get it all done; how writing, reading, and 
editing have shaped her; and why a discombobulated household is a sign that Schappell’s 
writing is right where she wants it to be.

maria gagliano

elISSA 
SChAppell
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You wear several hats in the literary world: you are a 
book reviewer at Vanity Fair, the editor-at-large of 
Tin House, and a writer. How do these three very dif-
ferent roles inf luence your work in each space?

I don’t think you can be much of a writer if 
you don’t read. I’m appalled by the number 

of writers and writing students I know who say, I don’t 
read because I don’t have time, or I don’t read because I 
don’t want to be influenced by other writers’ work, or My 
busy reality-TV-watching schedule doesn’t permit me time 
to read books, only blogs.

Because of my job at Vanity Fair, I am inundated 
by new books, which can be very inspiring and 
exciting. I feel particularly lucky that because of my 
position, I get books from indie publishers as well as 
mainstream publishers. Thus I am able to discover 
books that I’d otherwise likely have missed. That 
said, as a fiction writer and essayist, the sheer number 
of books, the tonnage, can be overwhelming. In dark 
hours I can’t help but think, Does the world really need 
another book from me? 

My first job in the literary-magazine world was 
at the Paris Review. It was so cool to see the work 
of writers I admired, my heroes, before it was edited 
and published. From working there, I learned a great 
deal about the craft of writing, the writer’s life, what 
it takes to be a great writer. Whatever skills I have 
as an editor come largely from observing George 
Plimpton, who was a virtuoso editor, wield his red pencil. 
As a cofounder and the editor-at-large of Tin House, I feel 
particularly privileged whenever I have any small hand in 
publishing a new writer in the magazine, or finding an 
audience for a book that deserves to be read. I take my role 
as a literary citizen seriously. 

You cofounded Tin House sixteen years ago. How have 
you seen the literary landscape change in that time? And 
how have those changes affected your work on Tin House 
today?

A lot has changed. Thanks to the online 
journals and the rise of independent small 

presses, there are a lot more places to publish—which is 
marvelous. What is less pleasing is the number of publish-
ing houses that have been gobbled up by large corpora-
tions. This consolidation of power and inf luence, of taste, 
can only lead to a further homogenization of literature. 
The world would be better served if some of these houses 
just went into the toilet-paper business. Increasingly, 
writers who feel undervalued by their house, dissatisfied 
with the traditional publishing model, or simply slimed by 
the übercorporate, monolithic publishing complex are 
seeking to publish with smaller indie publishers. As a 
publisher of books as well as a literary magazine, Tin House 
has been more than happy to throw open our doors and 
welcome these writers into our home.

an IntervIew wIth elIssa schappell  
Maria GaGliano

PHOTOGRaPH By EMILy TOBEy
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AuThoR’S pICk 

To be totally honest, not much happens in Ingrid Nelson’s 
“Small and Stupid Animals.” Olivia, the narrator, and Amy, 
her roommate, lie awake in their respective dorm beds and talk 
to each other in the dark, riffing about pop culture and sex. 
Sometimes Olivia’s mind wanders: she thinks about school, 
guys, her mom, the sweater she’s wearing, another sweater she 
used to have, her friendship with Amy. But Olivia is one of those 
narrators that you could listen to talk about pretty much anything, 
or nothing, pretty much all day (or, as is the case here, all night). 
The movement of Olivia’s thought—squirming and swerving 
and sometimes taking sudden leaps—constitutes as much action/
tension/drama/whatever as any story ever needed. Her voice 
is novel and engaging, her eye crisp and severe. It is a unique 
and sometimes discomfiting pleasure to abide in her narrative 
company.

Ingrid Nelson—Olivia’s creator—is an aficionado of 
the outburst. She has a marvelous instinct for articulating 
awkwardness, for finding the just-right wrong thing to say. When 
I first read “Small and Stupid Animals,” in a fiction workshop 
I taught at Columbia, I was reminded simultaneously of Like 
Life-era Lorrie Moore and the most recent season of Girls. The 
story persuaded me of its reality almost instantly, which is the 
hardest and most necessary goal for all art to accomplish. I was 
content to put down my teacherly pen and simply read. Let me 
hasten to add, for my department chair’s benefit, that I eventually 

picked the pen back up, caught a few typos and made a couple 
of suggestions—enough to earn my paycheck that week, I swear 
it. But for all intents and purposes the story was finished when I 
first encountered it. How often does that happen in an undergrad 
writing workshop? To quote the aforementioned Lorrie Moore 
collection, it’s “rare. We’re talking unicorn.”

“Small and Stupid Animals” is meteorology for the 
microclimates of intimacy. The style is confessional but not 
suppliant, and it manages to be somehow listless and urgent at 
the same time. It’s also funny as fuck. The piece is an aggrieved 
paean to the weirdness of having—of being—a body: this thing 
that’s yours but isn’t you, or not exactly, or maybe it is exactly you 
and that’s the whole problem, because who in their right mind 
would ever sign up to be responsible for something as messy and 
frangible and contested as a body? Probably none of us, if we’d 
been asked first, but of course we weren’t asked. Bodies are orders, 
not requests. So maybe that’s the thing.

When I asked Ingrid about her inf luences, she mentioned 
Eileen Myles, Ariana Reines, Dodie Bellamy, Dorothea Lasky, 
CAConrad—all poets!—alongside Emily Gould, Grace Paley, and 
The Simpsons. Which in some ways explains a lot, but then again 
plenty of people have consumed all that same stuff (hell, I teach 
some of it), and none of us wrote this story. It never even occurred 
to us to try.

-Justin Taylor

SMAll AND STupID ANIMAlS by INGRID NelSoN
INTRoDuCTIoN by JuSTIN TAyloR
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smaLL  
and stuPid 

animaLs
ingriD nelson

I’m lying in bed in my dorm room across from 
Amy, who is also lying in her bed. She is my roommate. 
Sometimes I want to mouth, “Suck my dick, Amy” at her, 
but I would never say that out loud. 

Our room is small and the heat is too strong, so we 
have to keep the windows open all the time, which makes 
it too cold. Amy thinks too cold is better than too hot, 
and I’ll do whatever Amy does, I guess, so we keep the 
windows open. There are some things I’d like to remem-
ber, but I just want to forget the others. It’s always a little 
windy in here, and we have to keep the blinds closed all 
the time because our room is on the first f loor of the dorm, 
and if we don’t, everyone can see right through.

« . »

I’m wearing a sweater under the blankets. It is 
literally the perfect sweater. It isn’t really a very 

eye-catching sweater, not one you’d immediately pick 
out from the pages of a magazine as being beautiful and 
incredibly well designed. Its exquisiteness doesn’t strike 
you immediately; it’s a sweater you have to stare at and 
touch for a while before you can realize how great it truly 
is. And that’s part of what makes it so great, the way it isn’t 
f lashy. It is subtle, and doesn’t need to show off. 

« . »

we’ve just turned off the lights, and lights off 
means time to talk. 

“They keep saying that phrase, ‘royal baby,’ like it’s 
king of all babies,” I say. I’m talking about William and 
Kate’s new baby. 

Amy laughs. “The domain of all babies,” she says. 
“So swaggy,” I say. My eyes are beginning to adjust to 

the light of the room. 
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Issue 15

were odd with irregular lines, some f lat and smooth, others 
beveled and pocked.

They were the teeth of thirty thousand dead prisoners. 
They are one of the central tropes of Holocaust writ-
ing. Walking out through the gates of the camp, I could 
not—and still cannot—reconcile the pile of gold I had 
encountered in the museum with the symbol I had seen 
in countless books and movies since childhood. Though I 
know the stolen teeth are a kind of shorthand for horror, 
I could not dislodge the image from my mind’s eye. The 
specificity of the teeth—knowing they had chewed and 
mashed and been yanked from the bodies of people who 
could have been my grandparents—cannot be explained 
or abstracted. These are the central problems of Holocaust 
writing, of any Holocaust art. You are tasked with commu-
nicating a personal horror in the face of a global catastro-
phe; almost sixty years after the end of the Second World 
War, you reach into the Scrabble bag looking for descrip-
tions and find most of the letters gone.

A friend of mine recently uploaded a vacation pho-
tograph to his Instagram. He and his wife were visiting 
Berlin and had decided to visit the Holocaust memorial, 
also known as the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of 
Europe. In the photo, Lauren, a tall, blond woman wearing 
boots and a new coat, stands in profile among the towering 
gray pillars, her face turned toward the camera, her chin 
tilted just so. The photographer, Jon, had selected a moody, 
bluish filter to give the image a little more atmosphere. 
Beneath the photo, I saw that six of their friends had 
already “liked” it. It is so easy to mock this sort of thing, 
which is exactly what I did when I wrote: This is a holo-
caust memorial. Who “likes” this? #moody #neverforget

The couple promptly deleted the photo and made their 
Instagram feeds private. When I tried to show off my 
zinger to my girlfriend, the picture was already gone.

But I wonder if in writing this essay, in taking my own 
pictures, I am really so different. Who has the right to talk 
about the Holocaust, to make art about the Holocaust? 
Only Jews? Only religious Jews? Only children of survi-
vors? When Orthodox American Jews, or better yet, Israeli 
Jews, make their pilgrimages to the camps, I imagine they 
bring with them an aura of authenticity I will never be able 
to conjure. You can pick them out on the street, with or 
without the beaver hats and the tzitzit peeking out from 
under their shirts. Even the ambivalent Nathan Englanders 
and Shalom Auslanders and Phillip Lopates, who painfully 
or impishly probe this passed-down horror—they are still 
Jews who must play the Anne Frank game. Who will hide 
me in the event of another Holocaust? Walking among the 
dull gray barracks and the brown dirt of Sachsenhausen, I 
could not help but feel like a faker; had I been a few years 
younger, I could have passed as one of the German fifteen-
year-olds snickering in the back of the crowd outside 
Station Z. And so it seems to me my words are somehow 
faking, too, inadequate to their task by their very nature, 
and undermined by the nature of their speaker.

Sometimes, late at night, when I am washing my face 
or gargling Listerine, I wonder if these questions are even 
worth posing. The invocation “Never Forget” has been 
drummed into my head so many times that it seems like all 
this public remembering has become mere recitation, as if 
I were mumbling my way through a Shabbat service. The 
meaning of the Hebrew has long evaporated, the words of 
the prayer made into a lilting white noise. I had spent my 
afternoon at Sachsenhausen looking for some legitimate 
connection to a past I was not sure I had a claim to. I did 
not find it in the killing trenches or the gas chambers, but 
in molars and incisors. On these strange nights, when I 
am washing my face before bed, I pull back my lips and 
stare at the rows of slightly crooked, coffee-stained teeth 
in the mirror. If there is anything that ties me to a place 
like Sachsenhausen, perhaps it is not familiar photos of 
cattle-cars and the slogans of my Hebrew-school educa-
tion, but the ruddy string of f loss curled at the bottom of 
my garbage can. DP

Who has the right to talk about the 
Holocaust, to make art about the 
Holocaust?
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AN INTeRvIew wITh 

JuSTIN TAyloR

celia Blue JoHnson

I met with Justin Taylor at the Housing Works Bookstore Café in Soho. It’s a renowned 
literary hot spot, by day a used bookstore with a vast selection that runs f loor to ceiling, 
and most nights an event space jam-packed with exciting talent. The café is at the back of 
the store, and on this unusually quiet afternoon, it was only half full. 

We were there to discuss Flings, Taylor’s latest short story collection. There’s no 
one place that binds these stories, nor one character. They take place on both coasts of 
the United States and as far away as Hong Kong. They are about the old and the young, 
men and women, parents, children, and widows. Under Taylor’s masterful hand, these 
characters are unified not by circumstance but by different manifestations of desire, grief, 
or regret. It’s unsurprising, then, that you’re just as likely to laugh at the horny young man 
wearing a mushroom suit in one story as to cry over the excruciating grief that follows the 
death of a boy in another.

As we spoke, I lost track of the questions I’d written down because, as you’ll see, 
Taylor is full of marvelous surprises, like setting a solid framework for a story with a real 
place, but finding inspiration far beyond those geographic boundaries. Or quoting Ernest 
Hemingway in an epigraph, not simply to align one story with another, but as a nod to the 
painstaking process of creation and rejection.
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What’s the inspiration behind your collection?

I guess it started in 2010. I had been working on 
a novel, The Gospel of Anarchy, on and off for 

years, but I had spent the last year working on it exclusively 
to get it finished and turned in. Around the same time I 
turned the manuscript in, my story collection Everything 
Here Is the Best Thing Ever was published, so I was sud-
denly talking and thinking about stories again. One thing 
I love about the short story form is being able to hold the 
entire story in my head at once, to revise a whole draft over 
the course of an afternoon. You just can’t do that with a 
novel; however comprehensive your sense of it, you’re going 
to end up dealing with it in fragments and chunks. I wrote 
very early drafts of what became “Flings” and “Poets” 
around that time, and I think the sense of liberation or 
reunion I felt is evident in the prose even in the final 
drafts. Those stories are fast moving, kind of overstuffed, 
and they cover vast passages of time. 

Anyway, sometime in 2012 I realized that I had what 
looked like somewhere between half and two-thirds of 
a story collection. When I did Everything Here, I had no 
sense of what made a collection. My agent and my editor 
and many generous friends helped me figure out how 
to make that manuscript into an actual book. With the 
second collection I had the advantage of that experience. 
I was able to look at the material I had and think, well, if 
this is half to two-thirds of a book, then what might the 
other half or third of it look like? I tried to see what was 
missing as well as what was there.

So it’s not surprising that many of these stories seem 
like they could be consumed as disparate complements, 
like a culinary pairing. “Adon Olam” and “Mike’s Song” 
come immediately to mind, with those shadows of grief 
in both. What stories would you recommend pairing for 
interesting commonalities?

“Adon Olam” and “Mike’s Song” are set in the 
same town at different points in time, and a 

main character from each story makes a small cameo in the 
other one. There are a number of instances of that happen-
ing in this book. I didn’t want to write a novel-in-stories or 
even necessarily a “linked” collection, but I did want to 
suggest that these people occupy a common reality, so 
sometimes they pop up in each other’s stories. “Flings” and 
“After Ellen” are the most directly linked. To me, they’re 
part of a trilogy that culminates in “The Happy Valley,” 
even though the connection of the latter to the first two is 
highly tenuous, at least if you think about it exclusively in 
terms of character. But there are other ways to think about 
how stories connect or speak to each other. Resonance can 
be enough. 

A couple of these stories were inspired by your fam-
ily: “Carol, Alone” and “Happy Valley.” How did they 
evolve? And when did they find their way into the 
collection?

I don’t know that I’d say the stories were 
inspired by the family, though there’s a lot of 

family history in them. “The Happy Valley” is set in Hong 

PHOTOGRaPH By DaVID BENHaIM



115

Kong. My cousin Caryn and her husband, Andrew—who 
are close friends, as well as family—moved there in 2007 
and were there for several years. I would go visit them and 
their kids every summer and usually stay for three or four 
weeks, since I didn’t have summer teaching work. I wrote 
part of The Gospel of Anarchy there. I started researching 
the cemetery because I thought I could make some easy 
money writing a piece on the Jewish history of Hong 
Kong, but I’m kind of a bad journalist, so I never figured 
out what the hook was. At some point that material 
became enmeshed with my experience of the place itself, 
and when I made the turn toward fiction, I no longer had 
to use magazine-stand or click-through logic to justify 
that sense of connection. Once the story revealed itself as 
being to some degree about family, it made further sense 
to give a bit of my own family history to my character. It 
was also convenient, because I’d been soliciting family 
histories and stories in the course of writing “Carol, 
Alone,” and I had more than I could use. So there was an 
economy there. 

“Carol, Alone” came from a couple of specific places. 
One was going down to South Florida to spend time with 
my grandparents and my great aunt, and just becoming 
interested in their lives and asking them about my family 
history and seeing what memories and stories stuck out 
for them. That went on for a period of years and continues 
to go on when I see them. It’s a sad story, but part of it 
started in kind of a funny way. Like many families of writ-
ers, they’re always asking me, “Why don’t you ever write 
about us?” or “Don’t talk in front of him, he’ll put it in a 
book.” You know? And I started to think, well, maybe I 
should. It seems to be something they really want, though 
I suspect they didn’t know just what they were asking for. 
But I also thought that maybe there was something to the 
idea. The elderly are, as a group and as individuals, under-
represented as protagonists. They’re usually written as 
ATM machines of wisdom or repositories of prejudice, or 
people are fighting to claim their money. I tried to see if I 
could do better than that. 

Have you had any reaction to either story from your 
family?

My cousins liked “The Happy Valley.” I think it 
amused them to revisit those places and that 

time. Nobody’s seen “Carol, Alone” yet, and I have to 
admit I’m apprehensive about how they’ll take it. I mean, 
it’s in no way a straight portrait of any one or even any 
several of them. It’s a composite of all my grandparents, my 
great aunts, my great uncle, memories of my great grand-
parents, and also friends of theirs and other folks one 
encounters when spending time in Boynton Beach. But 
Carol’s experience is based in large part on my great aunt’s 
experience after my great uncle died. And I don’t know 
how she’ll feel about my depiction of her or of that time. 
It’s a hard thing that she went through. I would hope that 
she—or anyone else who perceives themselves as depicted—
would feel like an attempt had been made to do them a 
kind of justice or witness. But in the end you never really 
know, and in the end it’s not nonfiction anyway. I mean, if 
my intention had been accuracy, a completist representa-
tion of something that actually happened, the whole thing 
would read differently. Like in that story all the stuff about 
Macau. That’s my own experience of visiting Hong Kong. 
My partner, Amanda, and I went to Macau and visited that 
cathedral, and it was just something I really wanted to 
write about. It didn’t fit into “The Happy Valley,” so I 
found another place to stick it. These are examples of the 
kind of resonance I was talking about earlier. The stories 
do not share characters, setting, or even too much in the 
way of theme. But you can feel there’s kinship there. You 
can trace the DNA.

In terms of your creative process, there are so many 
different and fully realized narrative voices, and that’s 
something I really gravitated toward in this book. I often 
found myself wanting to read aloud; the prose feels so 
personal and immediate. Do you revise out loud?

I do a huge amount of revision by ear, to make 
sure the rhythm on the page is matching the 

rhythm in my head. Because I can hear it in my head, and 
if I can’t speak it the way I hear it, then something’s wrong 
with it. Part of it is I go back a lot when I’m drafting 
between first person and third person in a number of those 
stories. For me that’s a very useful part of the process.

an IntervIew wIth JustIn taylor  
celia Blue JoHnson


	ISSUU_Preview_Part_2
	ISSUU_Preview_Part_1

