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for days out of spite. We miss her every day.”
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coughs. This was how Mary loved me, and I hated her for it.” 

THIS IS HOW WE TALK ABOUT DEATH  BECKY MCFALLS-SCHWARTZ
Page 66

 

“The reason that no one will ever love me as long as I live is that I have no, ahem, organs.”
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“When I turned four, new laws reiterated everyone’s right to healthcare, but even the district 
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specialist herself was far from new; a woman in camouflaged middle age, she sat in the kitchen 
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DEAR READER:

Step inside. Take a load off. Tea? We’ve just put the kettle on. As long as this magazine is in 
your hands, we’re your hosts. While you get comfortable, let’s take a moment to consider that 
word: “hosts.” You see, we editors rarely utter a word without delving into its etymology. (You 
should hear the conversations we have over a few beers after work!*) It turns out that “host,” at 
its Latin root, hospes, refers to both the guest and the host. The word suggests that these people 
are tethered to one another. Certainly, during any visit, an exchange must take place. The play-
ers must establish a level of trust before a door is opened or a threshold crossed. However, trust 
isn’t implicit. Hospes can signify “stranger,” an unknown entity knocking on the door. Another 
word for “stranger” in Latin is hostis. Tack on a few letters, and it’s apparent how this term 
evolved—“hostility.” Blame it on bad guests (or, just as likely, paranoid hosts): hostis also means 
“enemy.” 

We’d never call you our enemies, dear readers. Quite the opposite! But one can never tell who 
or what is on the other side of the door. In fact, that’s the allure of this issue’s theme: Enemies. 
Despite what many of our most vocal politicians might suggest, we cannot draw a line with 
friends on one side and enemies on the other. The terms aren’t that simple. “Enemy” is not a 
static word, nor is it hermetically sealed. It’s much more slippery and complicated than that. 

As you f lip through the magazine, you’ll be introduced to all sorts of enemies. There are 
judgmental mothers, plagued murderers, vengeful lovers, and racist neighbors. Some foes 
are vanquished. Some of the worst assailants seem apologetic, maybe even redeemable. The 
most chilling enemy might be the sociopath lurking around the corner, but the most insidious 
enemy isn’t as obvious. It’s the person who really loves you. Or it’s within. It’s your temper, your 
fatigue. It’s that side of you that seems beyond control. In the following pages, there are pasts 
that can’t be repaired, addictions that cause irrevocable pain, and words that cannot be unsaid. 

Well, we never promised that your stay here would be a peaceful one.

Cheers,
The Editors
Celia Blue Johnson, Maria Gagliano & Elizabeth Blachman

*We suggest checking out the origins of these words: befuddle, clue, gobbledygook, muscle, sycophant, 
and whiskey. Perfect happy hour fodder.
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THE HOUSE 
ON BENTLEY 

AVENUE
COLETTE SARTOR

As a kid, I used to beg my mother to tell me about 
the day her father died. Mom was a dynamic storyteller, 
and a smart one. She knew how to make that story about 
something other than grief. 

The day her father died, she would say, a dead crow fell 
at his older brothers’ feet. This was in the mid-sixties. The 
two brothers, my great-uncles, were visiting relatives in 
Italy, unaware that my grandfather was sick back home in 
New Jersey. Mom was a heavy woman with large, long- 
fingered hands that soared as she described my great- 
uncles, themselves big men, ham-fisted with broad chests 
and thick guts. I can still picture them deep in conversation, 
strolling down a narrow, cobbled side street, when a huge 
black crow crashes down. It lies there, a breeze f luttering its 
glossy feathers, as the great-uncles stare. “It’s Dante,” one 
says. “He’s gone.” The other nods, covers his mouth.

“How did they know?” I always asked. I knew the 
answer, but I loved hearing her say it, her certainty 

prickling my skin, making me long to tell stories with such 
conviction.

She would smile and lift up her hands—big like her 
uncles’, big like the rest of her; she was such a big woman 
most of my life—lift those hands and hold them high for 
emphasis. 

“They were haunted,” she’d say. “We all were.”

« . »

My mother grew up in a haunted house on 
Bentley Avenue, a tree-lined street in Jersey City filled 
with shabby yet grand historic mansions. My grandparents 
bought it from a Catholic school in the forties. Years later, 
in the mid-sixties, shortly after my twin sister and I were 
born and Poppy, my grandfather, died, my grandmother 
sold it back to a church, Greek Orthodox this time, maybe 
hoping to exorcise whatever demons resided there.

ILLUSTRATION BY MARTYNAS PAVILONIS

N O N F I C T I O N
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Mom’s family believed in such things. Poppy once 
witnessed an exorcism while studying medicine in Rome. 
A terrible sight, my mother always said, the possessed girl 
writhing and hissing on the altar as a priest performed the 
ancient Rite of Exorcism in Latin. Poppy stayed until the 
priest finally anointed the girl, who slumped against the 
altar, unconscious and, apparently, cured. “She was about 
your age,” Mom would tell me, no matter how old I was. 
She knew I loved being implicated in some small way. 

Her stories brought Bentley Avenue alive for me. The 
house was divided into two apartments: a lower one where 
Poppy ran his medical practice and an upper one where the 
family lived. There was a baby Jesus statue on a pedestal 
in the downstairs vestibule, solid wood doors that boomed 
when shut, a vast, dank basement that everyone avoided, 
and a dusty walkup attic where my teenage uncles ran 
secret poker games. 

The four kids—Uncle Phil, eldest and gleeful prank-
ster; Mom, second in line and overachiever; Uncle Dan, 
mechanical genius; and Aunt Liz, forever the baby by 
miles—rarely discussed the hauntings until they were 
adults, though I’m not sure exactly when they first com-
pared notes. Mom died in 2013 before I could confirm the 
details, and no one else remembers. 

Still, I like implicating myself in that moment too, 
when they finally talked about the ghosts. I imagine myself 
at five or six, hiding with my sister and little brother on our 
grandmother’s staircase as we eavesdrop on the adults in 
the dining room below, their whispers cascading to excla-
mations, Mom’s voice the loudest. My hand gets clammy in 
my sister’s as we hear the adults discover they’ve all had the 
same recurring dreams about the house: one about the baby 
Jesus statue hovering, eyes aglow, in the upstairs fireplace, 
licked by f lames yet unscorched; and one about a family 
who lived in the attic and died there, screaming, in a fire. 
I huddle against the banister as they remember the huge 
attic fire in the fifties, originally blamed on an automatic 
door closer Uncle Dan had rigged to shut my grandmother 
out of poker games. I shiver through their realization that 
the dreams had started long before that fire.

Other stories became family lore. I never doubted they 
were true. During the early tellings, when my sister and 
I were kindergarteners and my brother was a baby, Mom 

was still thin, her dark hair always swept back from her 
heart-shaped face. My energetic, fearless mommy, who 
filled the room with her expansive gestures and promised 
to chase off any ghost. She would sit cross-legged on the 
rug, gather us close, and start, her voice husky and low, her 
long fingers f lickering about.

One summer day, a neighbor came to Bentley Avenue 
complaining that my uncles were in the attic shooting  
BB guns at his windows.

“The boys are fishing,” my grandmother protested, 
holding little Liz on her hip. 

“Then she did it,” the neighbor said, pointing at my 
nine-year-old mother, who stood nearby clutching the 
Nancy Drew mystery she’d been reading all afternoon. I 
always imagined myself in her place, stomping my foot 
in protest. Mommy never would have shot a BB gun. She 
was bookish, artistic—a daydreamer, like me. Back then, I 
searched out our similarities. I cherished them.

“Nobody’s been up there all day,” my grandmother said, 
and then she led the neighbor upstairs to prove it. She was 
right, the attic was empty, but on the one windowsill too 
high for any child to reach was a BB gun, and it was still 
warm.

Of course I’m leaving out details, backstory about how 
the neighbor had reason to suspect my uncles, who often 
took potshots at neighborhood cats, about how Mom and 
her siblings made a game of jumping off the garage roof, 
how Uncle Phil paced the sills of the huge, open attic 
windows to see if he could do it without falling. How they 
were all daredevils of sorts as kids, egging each other on to 
riskier and riskier behavior. Yet none of them grew up to be 
risk takers, except with things like drinking, and smoking, 
and eating.

Mom was the eater. When I was young and she was 
still my heroic, ghostbusting mommy, she hid her obses-
sion, stashing treats in closets and under beds. Eventually, 
she openly binged, ignoring my teenage pleas—really more 
self-righteous demands—for her to stop. Her skyrocketing 
weight mortified me. It made people stare and treat her 
like she was less-than: less smart, less beautiful, less funny, 
less talented. 

Mom claimed she wasn’t risking anything by bingeing. 
Her heart was strong, her vital signs good. Even after she 

slice_issue_18_int_v5.indd   12 2/22/16   4:58 PM



18

AUTHORS IN 
CONVERSATION 
A DISCUSSION WITH ELISA ALBERT & KATE BOLICK

On the surface, Elisa Albert and Kate Bolick might seem to be at 
odds with one another, their books reading like dispatches from 
different territories of the American female experience. 

Albert, in essays like “My Friend Breastfed My Baby” in the 
Guardian, and in her latest novel, After Birth, casts an unflinching, 
critical eye at the culture of motherhood in America, revealing the 
often insidious ways in which women are misinformed, judged, 
and disempowered by the obstetrical and corporate interests 
in regard to the choices they feel are available to them during 
pregnancy, birth, and life with young children. After Birth puts 
readers inside the head of Ari, a new mother living in upstate New 
York, struggling to finish her PhD dissertation and battling the 
isolation that comes with stay-at-home parenting. Ari’s cocktail of 
fury, sadness, and wickedly funny humor—think of David Gates’s 
Jernigan as a mother—could at times come across as caustic. 
Perhaps because of that, some readers couldn’t stand spending 
time with her, while others, like me, loved her clear, incisive view 
into the world with kids.

Bolick, on the other hand, has plumbed the depths of the 
single life with great insight and acuity. Her cover story for the 
Atlantic, “All the Single Ladies,” examined the rising percentage 
of American women choosing to opt out of marriage, Bolick 
included. She followed that immensely popular piece with the 

book Spinster: Making a Life of One’s Own. In it, she traces the 
inf luence of five literary women, whom she calls “awakeners,” on 
her intellectual, artistic, and emotional development, particularly 
in regard to how Bolick has chosen to remain unmarried. Because 
of her astute defense of a woman’s right to create any life for 
herself that makes her happy even if that means eschewing a 
convention like matrimony, she has faced enmity from groups 
claiming that she’s attacking the venerable institution in hopes 
of dismantling it. In particular, people who fear gender equality 
find Bolick threatening, and on social media these conservative-
minded misogynists aren’t often quiet about their ire.

But though Albert and Bolick have taken such vastly 
different paths in their lives and careers, their work ultimately 
sends the same message: that women should be empowered—free 
from external forces, be they social, commercial, or medical, to 
live the lives they want to live. I had little doubt that Albert and 
Bolick would have a lot to say to one another, and at a dimly lit bar 
in Brooklyn not far from the Gowanus Canal, the air heavy with 
the tannic scent of wood burning in the fireplace, they proved me 
right. In the conversation that follows, they discuss their reactions 
to the polarizing responses to their books, their roles as vocal 
feminists and public intellectuals, and their deep commitment to 
their writing.

BRIAN GRESKO
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CONVERSATION 

AUTHORS IN CONVERSATION
BRIAN GRESKO

How did your book projects begin?

EA  After Birth was written at a time when every-
thing in my life had changed. I left the life that 

I had made for myself as an adult in New York City, moved 
to Albany, and had a baby. It was like falling off a cliff. 
I had no friends, no community, no familiarity with the 
town, nothing—except time to think, because I was home 
a lot with my son. 

I’m really captivated by biological feminism, wherein 
the functional power of the female body is paramount. 
I didn’t want to farm out any part of motherhood, from 
pregnancy to birth to nursing to childcare; I wanted to 
experience all of it. A lot of my friends and relatives were 
starting to negotiate this process too, and I was taken 
aback and confused, sometimes even disturbed, by the 
incredible diversity of behaviors with regard to fertil-
ity, birth, and motherhood. I was trying to understand 
where it was all coming from, and why people were going 
about things in the ways they were. Which choices were 
our own, and which came out of societal programming 
or cultural brainwashing? By that point in my life I had 
developed a disciplined practice of writing, and so I began 
to explore all this in a novel.

Did it take you a long time to find the character of Ari?

EA  No, I knew who she was right away. All my 
characters are a kind of exaggerated shadow of 

myself; a distillation of a bad day. What I like about fiction 
is that it can be extremely subjective. I don’t have much 
interest in narratives that pretend at omniscience or strive 
to give you an intellectualized, removed perspective. For 
me, that’s a snore. I want subjectivity. I want to get into 
the shit. I want to get dirty. A character’s voice is a way of 
doing that, and that’s what comes first for me. 

KB  I originally tried to write Spinster in 2005. At 
the time, I was entranced by the lives of three 

not-well-known women: Neith Boyce, a nineteenth-century 
journalist who wrote a column for Vogue in 1898 about her 
decision to never marry; Maeve Brennan, a mid-twentieth-
century New Yorker writer who had something of a cult 

following but was never full-on famous; and Tess Slesinger, 
whose first novel, The Unpossessed, published in 1934, 
brilliantly and scathingly satirizes her circle of New York 
intellectuals. I would carry on conversations with them 
in my head about my life choices. My idea was to capture 
those imaginary talks on the page, but I was too close to all 
the questions I was asking myself to have any perspective 
or objectivity. I couldn’t do it. I cried all the time. So I said 
fuck it, I can’t write this book. Forget it.

Then, in 2009, the home-décor magazine I was work-
ing at folded, and I went back to freelancing full time. In 
2011, the Atlantic asked me to do a cover story on changing 
attitudes about marriage, which I turned into a piece about 
the rising single demographic in America. The research 
fascinated me and gave me a perspective on my own life that 
I hadn’t had before. Publishers wanted me to expand that 
article into a book, but I wasn’t interested in doing a jour-
nalistic book—I don’t really think of myself as a journalist;  
that’s like a hat and a suit I put on to make my living. I 
thought, if I’m going to be working on a project for two 
years, I need to be writing in my own, interior voice. So 
why not return to the book I tried to do before, but come 
at it older, and with more context from my research? By 
this point I had accumulated more women I often turned 
to for imaginary advice, and it was hard to winnow that 
group down to a manageable number. The final roster ended 
up being Neith Boyce, Maeve Brennan, Charlotte Perkins 
Gilman, Edna St. Vincent Millay, and Edith Wharton.

Also, after that Atlantic article came out, I was really  
moved by the emails I received from women in their 
twenties who had read the piece and wanted advice. I had 
opened that article with how, when I was twenty-eight, 
I had broken up with my boyfriend—it was a personal 
hook to get the reader into the piece. So many young 
women wrote me to ask, “Do you wish you hadn’t broken 
up with him? Do you wish you’d married him?” I thought, 
it’s strange the way that feminist consciousness works, 
because we’ve progressed so far, and we think we have it 
all figured out, and yet there are still holdovers, ghosts, 
problems that we haven’t fully resolved, questions we 
haven’t answered. This had very much been the case for 
me as well, when I was a young woman. Marriage had 
been questioned during the second wave of the women’s 

A DISCUSSION WITH ELISA ALBERT & KATE BOLICK
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PASSING 
POWER 

ELENA PETRICONE

At our father’s wake we meet you without 
prejudice. We kiss your face without asking and say God 
bless you. Your father, our baby brother, the first and only 
one of us to go to college, recently graduated with his 
master’s degree. We tease him—to remind him that he’s 
still ours, and because he’s dressed you in a f luorescent 
orange knit hat that swallows your whole head. He cradles 
you as though you are a sweet cake that could fall into itself 
at any moment. Your mother protests, but we say no, let us 
hold her. 

We step out of the visiting line to bounce you against our 
breasts and take you on a tour of the f lower arrangements. 
Hearts, crosses, wreaths balanced on tripods and pillars, 
sprays with banners across them: Brother, Father-in-Law, 
Uncle, Always. Heavy-sweet f lowers: roses, mums, lilies. 
We note the cheap bastards who opted for carnations. 

The arrangement we ordered along with Wayne and 
your father—the largest one—reads Poppa with the let-
ters shaped out of red roses. Snapdragons dangle over the 
closed half of the casket like dead crab legs. 

Your mother tells us we look beautiful, as though we 
can’t translate her too-high tone, as though she’s talking to a 
couple of dogs. We’ve accepted our role and have settled for 
the pleasure of offending her. We laugh loudly and bring up 
the state of our gastrointestinal tracts (she’d faint dead away 

if we ever said the word “fart”) in conversation. She may 
have successfully barred us from your holidays, but we know 
that we, her low-class and crass twin sisters-in-law, make 
her a celebrity when she and her beige friends swap stories 
over plasticless, only-five-options-to-choose-from menus. 

Death weighs on Poppa’s quiet visage: f lesh losing to 
gravity. Everyone says our father looks just like himself, 
that the funeral director fixed his face just right. We accept 
the desperate compliments, though our father’s face looks 
overly waxen around his cheeks and far too drawn between 
the crease of his lips. 

Everyone says what a shame, he was still a young man, 
in the way that an older man is. They praise us, good 
daughters, for being his constant caregivers at the house 
for so long, but they don’t ask where we will live now. 
Whether the blood in the water is obvious or if Wayne’s 
told them he’d like to sell the house out from under us, 
we don’t know. At least, they add quickly, your father and 
mother are together again. 

We tilt you toward the inside of the casket, ignoring the 
alarmed look from your mother. Say with smoke-stained 
and tear-cracked voices: “See Poppa? Poppa loved us very 
much.” You drool. You smell of everything light and clean, 
powder and young skin. We want to eat you up, fill our 
mouths with your globelike f lesh. You let out a happy ah! 

F I C T I O N
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PASSING POWER
ELENA PETRICONE

at nothing, lift up your arms, open and close your hands. 
Your mother calls us back and seizes sweet, bundled you 
like a torch to light her own hearth, but too late, you’ve lit 
us. You belong to us. 

« . »

Even when you reach two, three years old, still 
shy from looking like a human being, we love you. Uncle 
Sal smoked three packs a day, and everyone repeats this to 
each other like a greeting. You clutch our skirts, and we 
walk you into the family-only sitting room with its tasteful 
damask wallpaper, hold your moist hands, and assist your 
twirls over and over. We tell you how lucky you are to have 
the parents that you do, though we only love your father. 
You f ling open the door from the bathroom and emerge 
triumphant, oblivious to the back of your skirt jammed 
into your underwear. We double over laughing, at you, 
and at your mother, who runs to your side to liberate your 
clumsy bustle. Unapologetic, you blow spit bubbles and let 
them ooze down your chin. 

We remind your father again that he should leave you 
with us. We tell you how it was in the old neighborhood, 
though you probably only understand a third of what we say. 
We joke about the holiday tables sagging with food—pasta 
with peas, the octopus pie, the lasagna, and oh, the pas-
tries!—enough, we say, to feed an army. We, the siblings, 
played every day together. We fought over the rocking 
horse with the scratched-out eye. Your father cried when we 
weren’t beside him. He begged us to stay with him forever. 

At the beach we dug up buckets of clams and wore suits 
with big bows on the fronts. Our poppa sat in his folding 
chair, holding a cigarette in one hand and waving us away 
with the other. He hated to get wet; when we were in for it 
we’d stay in the water and play the best games—your father 
with his chubby arm wrapped around our necks, gripping 
our opposite ears—until we shivered blue. Eventually, our 
father would call and there would be no more postpone-
ments. We’d walk back slowly, jamming the toe ends of 
our feet into the ocean f loor like shovels, scraping and 
scooping up rocks. If the police caught us clamming, our 
mother would gesture to us, the hungry children, and get 
the family off with a warning. 

Your mother thinks that she rescued your father from 
that life. 

People called our mother odd; if you pointed out that 
she mixed up the salt with the sugar, or was missing a 
button from her blouse, she’d shout that you were ugly and 
stupid, and stay in bed for days out of spite. We miss her 
every day. 

Your father was the good brother. Wayne was the 
bad one. Wayne called us “the weird sisters” and left the 
house without a thought. He’d provoke our poor poppa 
needlessly and slam the door behind him. We’d herd your 
father into the closet behind our hanging dresses the mo-
ment we heard the phantomlike shift in the house—when 
everything, even the constant hum from the lightbulbs and 
shudders from the furnace, fell silent except for the sound 
of Poppa’s chair scraping the f loor. Your father never made 
a peep. After, we’d retrieve your father like a doll some-
one had dropped on the f loor at an odd angle, changing 
his diaper, fixing his clothes, making sure that his eyelids 
closed properly again. When he was old enough to under-
stand words we explained to him that the bruises weren’t 
really ours, they were Wayne’s.    

« . »

We start to hate you when you are eleven. At 
Anthony’s (his death wasn’t right), you wear black velvet 
corduroy pants; your mother tells us that you refuse to wear 
skirts, and we think, What kind of a girl are you and Good for 
you at the same time. 

You recite the script that your parents taught you. You 
say, “I’m sorry for your loss,” eager to sound worldly, but we 
cannot let you have this victory. We say, loudly, what a hot 
shit you are, that you’re so cute—the adult way of express-
ing envy. When we ask you questions, you look to your 
mother before answering. 

Though our hair was originally dark brown, we dye it 
black, black, black. We know that Wayne calls us wannabes, 
and we hate him, too, for being a man, for being able to 
fuck up so often, for having everything, and still acting 
as though we had any choice at all. We quit smoking and 
then start smoking again.
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LOVERS
DAVID ALLAN CATES

Rocio steps off a bus at the corner and walks 
down the sidewalk with her chin high and her black hair 
bobbing back and forth across her bare shoulders. Her face 
and half-closed eyes are aimed my way, skyward. It’s dusk, 
and I’m standing on the f lat roof of my hotel, elbows on the 
parapet, just a half block away and four stories up, and I like 
the way I can see Rocio before Arturo does. He stands in 
the cobbled alley directly below me, leans against the white 
wall, and smooths his hair back with his hands. I imagine 
he’s a ball-bearing salesman from Monterrey. He crosses 
one shiny black boot over the other and then uncrosses it. 
Rocio’s about eighteen, pretty, and wears a black skirt and 
a hot-pink tank top. When she turns off the sidewalk into 
the alley, she slows immediately to an amble. She smiles 
as Arturo stands up straight to meet her. They take each 
other’s hands. The eastern sky is a soft shade of lavender 
now, the same as the falling jacaranda petals that litter the 
alley under their feet. I get goose bumps on my neck, and 
also a strange sense of loathing that climbs from the pit of 
my stomach to form a tightness at the back of my throat. I 
was helplessly in love with my wife, Patti, for a long time, 
and now, on my own, I’m fascinated by scenes like this. I 
seek them out. I savor the happy stupidity of lovers.

« . »

I came to Mexico five months ago, but for the six 
years before that I worked as a quality assurance specialist 
for a Midwest clothing retailer. 

I operated a machine that rubbed a metal finger back 
and forth across a fabric swatch three hundred times a 
minute. When the machine stopped, I’d remove the fabric 
and look for signs of wear. I’d hold it under a magnifier 
and compare its texture to the five giant photographs 
hanging in a row on the wall of our lab. Each photo cor-
responded to a number on The Wear Scale. Although it 
was a job for a technician, a trained ape, I liked to think of 
myself as an interpreter of art.

Photo #5 was our standard of poor quality. It showed a 
weave badly damaged by friction, by wear: gray mountains 
and wide stretches of rocky plateaus formed what I called 
the Himalayas. On the contrary, the fabric in Photo #1 
was smooth, undamaged, the highest wear standard. It 
reminded me of a wide, gray plain, the Sea of Durability. 
And Photo #3, our “good enough” company standard, 
showed a few scattered hills that—when I squinted just 
right—formed the profile of a breast and neck and face. I 
called it the Naked Aztec Goddess.

So there is a kind of logic to why I came to Mexico 
after Patti left. It started as a vacation, which quickly 
stretched into a leave of absence. And now I’m pretty 
certain it’s simply an absence. I have some savings. I live 
frugally. By my calculations, I can be here two more years.

When she left, Patti wrote a note that said she’d be 
relocating to Denver, which was a better hub and therefore 
the logical base for her operations. Those were her words. 
Her business is called Professional Looks. She started it six 
years ago, but lately it’s really taken off. She travels around 

ILLUSTRATIONS BY MEREDITH MARSONE

F I C T I O N

slice_issue_18_int_v5.indd   58 2/22/16   4:58 PM



slice_issue_18_int_v5.indd   59 2/22/16   4:58 PM



66

AUTHOR’S PICK 
THIS IS HOW WE TALK ABOUT DEATH BY BECKY MCFALLS-SCHWARTZ
INTRODUCTION BY HELEN PHILLIPS

How does one write about the death of one’s sister? 
By writing about the time you yelled curse words at her underwater in the swimming 

pool when you were eleven. 
By detailing the awkward pauses involved in trying to get a grown woman on the 

phone while she’s in the midst of having her diaper changed. 
By pulling on both the language of science and the language of the everyday, “neural 

activity” and “muddy irrigation ditches” in the same breath.  
In this essay, Becky McFalls-Schwartz confesses that she’s “lurching for words” to 

speak truth to her sister about her diagnosis. She would be the first to admit that she is 
also lurching for words for us, her readers—words that will evoke her loss in eccentric 
detail so that this does not merely slip out of our attention as “another cancer story.” If the 
words are just right, if they capture the unique ache of this particular death, then they can 
serve as a memorial—a memorial all the more potent for its fragmentation, its frankness. 
Becky knows that the devastation lies in the details: the dying woman’s desire to knit 
twelve stitches, to drink water from a fountain rather than a water bottle.    

Most everyone has been touched by loss, but there’s little that’s familiar in these 
pages. Childhood games serve as practice for death, a dead woman breathes, and even 
lamplight does not obey the normal laws. 

I’ve read thousands of pages of student work since I first encountered Becky’s writing 
in a class of mine she took at Brooklyn College in 2010, but her ability to thrillingly 
juxtapose the beautiful and the grotesque has remained vivid for me. Her powers are on 
full display in these pages, more so than ever before, because the stakes here are higher 
than ever before. 

For years, I have been trying to write about the death of my own sister. Now the 
student is turned teacher. Separated from her identical twin sister at birth, sent from 
Korea to live with an adoptive family in Salt Lake City, reunited with her birth family 
in her twenties, and recently bereft of her adopted sister, Becky has been forged by her 
unusual life story into one of the most courageous people I know. And what we need 
most—as grievers, as writers—is courage.   

   —Helen Phillips
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THIS IS HOW 
WE TALK 
ABOUT 
DEATH

BECKY MCFALLS-SCHWARTZ

Mary and I were quickly running out of oxygen. 
The slow, gray click sounding in our ears signaled that 
their tiny canals had filled with water; the clamorous sky of 
bleach and concrete was effectively sealed off. With some 
hesitation our eyes quivered open as we struggled to focus 
upon one another’s faces, an act made more difficult by the 
water’s caustic chlorine levels. In no longer exchanging the 
same air, Mary and I had become strangers. What effected 
this estrangement was not our skin’s phosphorescence, nor 
our hair radiating out in a corona of kelp, but that down 
here, in the thick and muted water, the distance between 
us was laid bare. 

This was how our game began.
Mary wore a fuchsia bathing suit that had previously 

been mine. It had an eighties-metallic sheen and was 
stamped on the front with a cartoon koala. I’d graduated 
by then to bikini status, though at eleven years old, still 
lacking in sexual guile, I resembled more a bamboo stalk 
grown anxious at the joints than a woman. 

It was Mary’s turn to listen, so she readied herself with 
a slight incline of the head and presented me with a three-
quarter view of her ear. I cupped my hands around my 
mouth and leaned in as if to deliver a secret. This gesture 
of intimate conspiracy was rarely performed in open air; 
Mary was a rival after all, and we had too much in com-
mon for a house of rationed love. Yet water has a way of 
isolating things, of exposing us as finite and small, and 
down here it seemed—if only for a second—as if a secret 
hardly weighed a thing.

If it had been Mary’s turn to shout, she would have 
chosen from amongst those objects most snug, most 
ardently cherished in her small, unchanging constellation 
of attachment. For months at a time, she’d shout (predict-
ably), “Milo & Otis!” or “cheese spaghetti!” or “Mazzie!” 
the name of our fat adopted pug, selecting these for which 
to squander her last remaining breaths. 

I, on the other hand, furnished my message from an 
ever-growing list of obscenities, for at that age, such words 

N O N F I C T I O N
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How’s this for tales to fill a memoir: a wild childhood overseas raised by two itinerant  
musicians, a tumultuous parental relationship, a blur of parties in Aspen, drugs and car 
crashes in Baltimore, and a sudden life-threatening moment for the love of your life in an 
abandoned subway tunnel in the bombed-out wreckage of postwar Berlin?

In All Tomorrow’s Parties, Tin House editor Rob Spillman picks up and assembles 
these pieces of his formative years, focusing on the myriad inspirations and opportunities 
of an adolescence in Berlin, Aspen, and Baltimore—balanced between his hard-partying 
father and his stern, increasingly distant mother. He intersperses this story with a portrait 
of his early career chasing artistic ghosts in New York City and Berlin with his wife, 
writer Elissa Schappell. 

Rob spoke with Slice about the search for his autobiographical voice, his own artistic 
journey, and today’s evolving memoir form.    

SEAN JONES

ROB SPILLMAN
AN INTERVIEW WITH 
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How long have you wanted to write a memoir? 

RS  A very long time. I worked on this book about 
ten years; well, I failed at it for ten years, really. 

I would fail for a year, and then put it down, and then look 
at it again after six months and go, “Oh, my God. What a 
disaster,” and then start over. It wasn’t until two or three 
years ago that I really landed on the structure that worked 
for me.

Did you write this memoir when you were older and 
looking back at your life, or had you been jotting down 
pieces throughout your youth?

RS  I kept journals for a very long time, but the 
problem with memoir is that the goalposts can 

keep moving. Every day, you live and have more to write 
about, more perspective.

The trick for me was finding a sticking point and a 
perspective. The book that was most helpful in unlocking 
that for me was Vivian Gornick’s The Situation and the 
Story. She talks about creating a persona for yourself and 
a fixed point that you’re writing from so that you’re not 
constantly, every day, having to reinvent.

I decided to use the point of view of my twenty-five-
year-old delusional self, who thought he knew what art 
was about and what he was pursuing—but with some 
knowledge of my current self informing that. 

Would your twenty-five-year-old self have expected the 
future that you ended up carving out?

RS  No. Probably not. At that point, I was in a 
pretty bleak place, but I was open to possibility. 

I definitely would not have expected to be traveling around 
Palestine with Colum McCann or serving as the chair of 
the PEN Membership Committee.

I had this view at that time that I was a complete 
outsider—that “I wouldn’t want to belong to any club that 
would have me” kind of defeatist attitude. 

But there is a happy ending, in your finding a center with 
Elissa [Schappell, Spillman’s wife].

RS  Hopefully.

Do you feel that for a writer it is important to find a cen-
ter, like you did with Elissa? I think your story is similar 
to that of many writers—dreamers who are driven to 
live life to the fullest, in blind pursuit of their artistic 
visions, but who, in that process, find out almost by ac-
cident that it is something else that is really important. I 
wonder, was finding that foundation in Elissa an impor-
tant step for you in building a career as a writer?

RS  Absolutely. I think that’s true. Without Elissa’s 
centering, I definitely would have spiraled off 

into chaos. 
We were able to grow up together. We were very dif-

ferent in a way, and it’s hard living with a writer because 
you can both be working twenty-four hours a day. She 
writes differently from the way I do, and thinks differ-
ently, so it’s kind of a yin and yang. I’m very logical and 
methodical, and she’s more elliptical and has to write her 
way into things. If you ask me for an 800-word piece, my 
first draft will probably be 801 words. Her first draft will 
be 5,000 words, and she narrows it down. We are both 
driven crazy by each other’s methods. But somehow, we’re 
able to look at each other’s work and help each other out.

The other interesting relationships in this book are 
those with your parents. Your relationships with your 
dad and your mom were very different, even though they 
were both committed artistic types. You found differ-
ent pieces of your identity as a writer in each of them. 
How did your parents affect your ability to give yourself 
permission to be a writer, back then and in the years fol-
lowing the events of the book?   

RS  I think what I got from them was the drive and 
determination to pursue my creative self and to 

be open to artistic possibilities: they both exposed me to a 
lot, and they still do.

To this day, they’re both alive and very supportive. I 
gave them both [copies of the memoir], in earlier versions, 
and my mom had some definite issues. 

slice_issue_18_int_v5.indd   48 2/22/16   4:58 PM



118

Patrick Dacey’s debut short-story collection, We’ve Already Gone This Far, is a true-to-life 
panorama of a fictional New England town called Wequaquet, Massachusetts. From 
the gossipy tone of the first story, “Patriots”—whose narrator’s disdain for her neighbor 
is perfectly captured in her insistence on always calling her by her full name, Donna 
Baker—to the final tale, “Lost Dog,” in the voice of Donna Baker’s son Justin, a soldier 
deployed in a war zone, one can’t help thinking about one’s own hometown. As bit 
players become protagonists in their own stories, the intersecting lives of the people of 
Wequaquet bring the town into focus as a fully realized character in itself.

There is a voyeuristic pleasure in peering into Wequaquet’s homes and examining 
its residents’ marital stress, sexual dysfunction, money problems, parenting crises, and 
body shame. Most satisfying, though, is how Dacey brings his disparate characters 
together and allows contempt to f lare or compassion to bloom based on the volatile mix of 
people’s personalities and their circumstances—not their politics—capturing a version of 
contemporary America that is both optimistic and true. 

We’ve Already Gone This Far was published by Henry Holt in February 2016. I talked 
to Dacey as well as his agent, Claire Anderson-Wheeler, and his editor, Sarah Bowlin, 
about how the book came to be.

KATE PIGOTT

BEHIND THE 
BOOK DEAL
INTERVIEWS WITH 

PATRICK DACEY, CLAIRE ANDERSON-
WHEELER & SARAH BOWLIN
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PATRICK DACEY
AUTHOR, WE’VE ALREADY GONE THIS FAR
Which story came to you first? What drew you to that 
initial story, and when did you have the vision for this 
collection as a whole? 

PD  I wrote a very different version of “Patriots” 
in my last year of graduate school at Syracuse 

University. It was the only thing I felt really good about. 
Then I spent the next four years writing stuff I felt really 
bad about. I must have written three novels, a memoir, 
and twenty short stories. They were all terrible. So I went 
back to “Patriots” and thought, well, why don’t I just go 
with this thing and see where it takes me? I basically 
pulled a bunch of characters out of that story and started 
writing different stories about them. That’s when the 
collection started to come together. Ironically, in the end 
“Patriots” became the last story I had to rework for the 
final manuscript.

You are from Cape Cod, and the stories are set in the 
fictional Wequaquet, Massachusetts. My family is from 
Mansfield, so I know that you nailed this whole place: 
the aspirations and economy and language. How did you 
go about recreating this place in fiction? What were you 
most conscious of getting right? 

PD  I’m a big believer in place as a character. 
Wequaquet is the name of a lake near where 

I grew up in Centerville, on Cape Cod. And Cape Cod 
is pretty steeped in Native American lore and Colonial 
lore. There is a lot of lore. The most important thing 
to get right, and you would know this, too, is that most 
New Englanders work their asses off, suffer through hard 
winters, and pay a shitload in taxes. For three months out 
of the year, Cape Cod is a vacation destination. But having 
grown up, gone to school, and worked there, I wanted to 

show what it is like year-round, and especially how the 
recession affected the area and the people in it. 

The book is also, in some ways, about the wars in 
Iraq and Afghanistan: their distance and closeness to 
American lives. Did you know early on that you would 
use this collection to examine American ambivalence 
about our recent wars? What decisions did you make to 
help this subject resonate but not be polemical?

PD  I wouldn’t say I’m using the collection, or any 
particular story, as a device to make a statement. 

That’s probably why it’s not polemical. The first paragraph I 
wrote in “Patriots” is the one about the yellow ribbons stuck 
to the back of Donna Baker’s car. I looked up what the rib-
bons stood for, and found that every color had three or four 
different meanings. Yellow supports the troops, but it also 
stands for fighting against bladder cancer, I think, which 
makes sense. I also wanted Donna Baker to have her own 
voice, so that’s where “Incoming Mail” comes from. And the 
final story in the sequence, “Lost Dog,” is in [Donna Baker’s 
son] Justin’s voice. I’ve had a few friends and acquaintances, 
some who have died over there, some who have died back 
here, who had told me various stories about being in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. And though “Lost Dog” is made up, I 
went over it with a former sergeant as I was writing it, and 
he would tell me it was either possible or impossible, so 
when he finally said it was all possible, I put it out there. 

This is a book about community. Each story portrays 
the closeness and distance of neighbors and explores 
that special kind of neighborly tension. Did you have a 
polestar when putting this collection together? How did 
you get each story to strike that balance between the inti-
macy and distance of the characters? 

slice_issue_18_int_v5.indd   119 2/22/16   4:58 PM



93

Per Diem
SARAH V. SCHWEIG

I’m seated where America used to be, surrounded by my stuff.
I’m sitting where America used to be, waiting for my boss.
Slated to be on the next train he’s riding business (called first
in other countries). I rode coach. I took the quiet car
of my discontent to the business district of my despair.
Men climb up and down scaffolding above where I’m sitting,
where America used to be, as I send a message and watch
between my cupped hands on a tiny screen an image of a blue mailbox
become a green checkmark. That I am afforded the privilege
of sending messages is a manifestation of my being free.

Suddenly, at arrivals, my boss, like an angel prepared
to whisk me away from here, appears. In his pressed, cuffed shirt
he beams. We eat a breakfast at a fast restaurant and go over papers
slowly. We attend a meeting in preparation for tomorrow’s
meeting in preparation for the next day’s executive session,
which is another name for a meeting. We’ll sit before the correct
table tents inscribed with our names, echoed on tags pinned to our sleeves.
We’ll go around and pronounce them for the group to hear.
My boss will praise the efficacy of the meeting. I’ll praise his ability
to break early. Smoothly, is the word he’ll use. I’ll say, I’ ll say! to agree.

Then, I’ll be sitting in the airport thinking about my life.
In the airport, my life consists of being a live being sitting in the airport,
thinking. I’m sitting at departures thinking about departures, my baggage
meantime surrounding me. Then, I’ll be sitting in the airport bar
drinking to my life, toasting each gone day, humble victories. I’ll drink
the beer. I’ll drink shots that came with the beer special. I’ll be drinking
the Cabernet, and then dregs of the dregs of any of the reds they have left.
I’ll move on to white. Airplanes will take off, cradling our bosses, angels
in sleep masks, anchored to each seat. Dawn will come, breaking efficiently.
And I’ll be sitting where America was once, thinking it’s nice.
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A NATURAL 
HISTORY

ELINA ALTER

My mother, may she know some peace, has tried 
to cure me of many illnesses. In the hospital near the 
Anichkov Bridge, where she was taken for surgery, the 
custom was to tag the babies’ and the mothers’ wrists. 
Each got a number corresponding to an order only the 
nurses knew. My mother did not recognize their order; 
surfacing from a sea of anesthesia, for several days she 
couldn’t be convinced that I was hers. To the young women 
in the neighboring beds the nurses brought livelier, louder, 
and less bashful babies; meanwhile, my mother grew 
increasingly concerned about the wheezing infant always 
handed her. At first, she pleaded. Later, she insisted. 
Eventually, she distributed the chocolates and carnations 
that her friends had sent, and a pair of doctors was 
summoned to her bed. 

“This child,” she said to them, “listen to her heart. She 
isn’t well.” 

Doctors G. and Y., always prepared to accept gifts and 
oblige, assured my mother that this wobbly babble was the 
best my f ledgling lungs could do. 

“But, with all respect,” my mother said from her supine 
position, “those aren’t the murmurs of a healthy child. The 

rhythm’s wrong. It isn’t musical. Immediately you must put 
her under something—a glass bell—for God’s sake, she’s so 
small, so very hideous and small, and hardly struggling.” 

“Already well behaved,” said the phlegmatic Doctor Y. 
Doctor G., who must have preferred cognac to chocolates, 
said nothing. By week’s end, all the clinicians on the ward 
had grown sick of my mother’s exhortations. They had 
developed rashes from the candy; they had run out of vases 
for the f lowers that now crowded their living rooms. The 
brawny nurses barely stopped to say, “Yours, yours, dear,” 
before sailing on. “You must check out now, our time is 
valuable, there are other babies,” the doctors finally told my 
mother, who was appalled. “None of mine,” she said. 

Having thus learned that no one should be trusted, my 
mother remained vigilant. As I grew larger and more mo-
bile, she noticed that my thin, paper-white skin was speck-
led, everywhere, with marks in a worrying red-brown. 
They arched across my rounded, dimpled cheeks and arms 
in ominously random figurations that couldn’t be scrubbed 
off, weren’t dirt or dust like on the necks of all the other 
children—into whose playground games I’d never toddled 
anyway, kept safe by my mother from all their mumps and 

F I C T I O N
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SAMPSON 
GROWS HIS 

HAIR
COURTNEY SENDER

My parents weren’t believers in faith, merely in 
luck. When the time came to name their children, they 
f lipped to a page and pointed. My brother got Zephaniah, 
but he wears thick-rimmed glasses and tight pants and 
goes by Zeph, and the girls fall at his feet. My sister 
Lamentations is having a hard go of it. I’m trying to help 
her: I am growing out my hair, long and lush, to give to the 
right girl at the school dance this Friday. What a romance I 
will have then!

Have. Imagine. Whatever.
Zeph says that no one will ever love me as long as I live.
He says this kindly, even a little sadly. I have heard him 

and Lamentations discussing me behind closed doors, and 
every time, Zeph gets a spur in his throat like a cowboy is 
urging him onward. So he goes on. According to Zeph, I 
just don’t understand: it’s been well and good to look like 
a kid until now, but I’ll be thirteen soon and I will have to 
make a change. My brother Zeph is a ladies’ man, says my 
sister, and by cause or consequence he is overly attuned to 
the human body. This keeps him healthy when our family 

is sick—for every bad trait a good one on its other side, says 
my sister.

“So what is on the other side of me?” I say.
This comment seems to spur Zeph in the throat. He 

makes that awful gurgling sound, swipes at his eyes behind 
his glasses, strums D-minor on the guitar he’s been teach-
ing himself to play since we left Pittsburgh.

“Your ass,” says Lamentations. 

« . »

The reason that no one will ever love me as long 
as I live is that I have no, ahem, organs. This is how my 
sister tells it. The problem is—at the new doctor’s office 
in the new town we have moved to (Cleveland, Ohio, this 
time)—that Sampson has no, ahem, organs. How will he 
have children when he has no, ahem, organs. Explain to him 
that he cannot have children since he has no, ahem, organs.

Of no consequence to Lamentations are my heart, 
liver, stomach, large intestines, small intestines, pancreas, 

F I C T I O N
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kidneys, and spleen. Of no consequence are the organs I 
have in excess of what is necessary: my appendix, gallblad-
der, tonsils. Of no consequence are the organs I have in 
excess of what is normal: my extra lung, my extra tooth. 
To Lamentations I have no, ahem, organs because I have 
nothing going on between my legs.

I have chosen to refuse surgery (constructive more than 
reconstructive) and therapy (hormone replacement, plus 
psycho-). Zeph believes this is because I do not trust medi-
cine anymore, not after it failed to save my parents from 
the seas that swept their lungs when I was six months old. 
There I was beside them in the Philly hospital, too young 
to know that no one would ever love me as long as I lived, 
f looding them with worry. Does inability to treat pneu-
monia inspire confidence in the medical establishment? 
Certainly not, any idiot will tell you.

But that is not the reason.
The reason is something that I hide away in my heart 

because I am not just any idiot, and I know that when you 
expose a soft part of yourself to the elements, someone’s 
foot will come to kick it. Witness: our old cat Tobit on her 
back, our new cat Paws biting her belly like a jelly dough-
nut. Witness: old Pittsburgh–school Sampson changing 
for the sixth-grade dance, old Pittsburgh–schoolmate 
Jack kneeing him in the nonexistent balls. Witness: new 
Cleveland–school Sampson not changing in front of 
anybody (not even for gym), new Cleveland–schoolmate 
Connor pounding him affably on the fist.

So.
I refuse surgery, and nobody can change my mind. Not 

Zeph with his cast of girlfriends rotating like a deli dessert 
case; not Lamentations with her list of self-made proverbs; 
not the memory of my parents that the two of them invoke, 
Dad in a red moustache and Mom in blown-out bangs, 
poking my armpits ’til I laugh.

I know my siblings are just worried. Zeph is nineteen 
and Lamentations thirty, and they’re both trying in their 
different ways to take care of me. I know we moved, again, 
so I could start over. Again. My sister has read too many 
articles about bullied boys who become serial killers or 
kill themselves (or both), and my brother has said too 
many times that the parents should have moved the boys 
away. “At the first sign of trouble,” Zeph says, stroking 

his guitar’s hips, like he wishes he had parents who would 
move him someplace else.

I hand over the f lyers I amassed on my first Monday 
of school and tell my siblings that we can stay where we 
are this time. I tell them I am not angry, psychotic, or 
depressed. In fact, I am the opposite of those things. I am 
happy. I smile my most convincing smile. 

“Not yet, you’re not,” says Lamentations.

« . »

And now, yet again and too soon, I have to try to 
gut-punch dead the problem of my brother and sister’s 
worry. I have watched them wince at the f lyer I fished 
from the garbage and posted to our fridge—Seventh-grade 
dance Friday! reads the f lyer. Heavily chaperoned! I have 
heard them say, “You do know you can just stay home, 
don’t you? You haven’t forgotten your sixth-grade dance, 
have you?” I have heard them say, “When you adopt kids,” 
when I talk about the many sons and daughters I will have 
and feed ice cream to after their first dances.

No, I have not forgotten my sixth-grade dance.  I have 
not forgotten my fifth-grade sleepover. I have not forgotten 
my third-grade class trip to the beach. It’s not that I forget 
my salt baths and soda water. It’s that the older I get, the 
faster we run. And I’m tired of running.

I unstuff my secret book from the bottom of my back-
pack and f lip to the proper page. When we were packing 
up our Pittsburgh life—an ice pack between my legs, 
patent-leather shoes still shining on my feet—I discov-
ered the coffee-ringed binding low and backward on our 
bookshelf. I took a cue from my parents, opened to a page 
and found my solution. I decided to grow out my hair. I 
decided to grow out my hair so long that, from behind, the 
girls will think I’m one of them. The boys might laugh, 
but I won’t tell my siblings and so I won’t mind. And 
Zeph will stop caring about the boys if I can get myself a 
girl. Proof, in his eyes, that I’m okay. That we can stay.

And the girls—they’ll touch my locks as if my head 
grew gossamer guitar strings. They’ll want to braid my 
long, thick red hair, but they will not. Because I won’t be 
one of them. I will be me, Sampson, even more heart-
stopping than my older brother Zeph.
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My ankles are shackled, chained to a row of barcodes. I tick 
my pickaxe into the highway, break apart 
the asphalt with the others. It’s hot and I want a cup 
of water. The boss man 
tells me to get back to work and I lean on my pickaxe like a 
millionaire, twist an imaginary mustachio 
down to a point. He slides his shotgun off the driver 
side mirror and pulls it 
into the police car. Something he picked up from an auction 
if I had to guess. I stop goofing off when 
he pops the door open and climbs out, the lenses of 
his aviators glaring like 
half moons. He limps through the purple wildf lowers to ask 
if I think I’m a funny guy. Tells me he’s 
got a stretch of highway with my name on it. Needs 
the fresh asphalt raked 
by dusk. He snaps a pair of handcuffs around my wrists and 
unshackles my ankles. I try not to smile 
as he shoves me into the car. He doesn’t know how 
much I relish working 
alone on the highway, raking through patches of moonlight.

 

Labor 
ZACK STRAIT
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