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DEAR READER:
As a small future English major in ninth-grade biol-
ogy, I remember being fascinated by the unit on the 
guys who got it wrong. My bespectacled bio teacher 
scornfully talked about Lamarck, the predecessor to 
Darwin who thought that baby giraffes grew taller 
because their parents had stretched their necks to eat 
the leaves of trees in the savannah. Aristotle believed 
in spontaneous generation, the idea that living things 
could form out of nothing because “in all air is vital 
heat.” I’ve been thinking about spontaneous genera-
tion as we’ve created this twentieth issue of Slice with 
its theme of Corporeal. We liked that Corporeal 
could mean both “of the body” and also “embod-
ied.” Those early scientists believed that by striving 
we could actually change our bodies. They couldn’t 
see the invisible mechanisms of life, but they were 
convinced that f lies could grow from the air, that the 
intangible could be transformed into f lesh. 

In this issue, you’ll find stories about the ways in 
which our bodies can determine who others say we 
are, our bodies can turn on us and destroy our dreams, 
our bodies can bear the weight of our religion. The 
numbers from an investment portfolio are calculated 
with the same weight as the calories that keep a body 
alive in the woods. Steve Erickson talks with Bruce 
Bauman about the fractured body of America and 
Erickson’s novel Shadowbahn, in which the Twin 
Towers appear in the Dakota Badlands bearing 
Elvis’s stillborn twin. Lidia Yuknavitch defines 
corporeal writing, Edwidge Danticat muses on how 
to write death, and Christina Baker Kline crafts a 
gothic tale of sisterly love and murdered cats. In our 
first international Exquisite Corpse project, we’ve 
partnered with Words Without Borders to bring you a 
story that was started by an author from South Korea 

and passed in turn to writers from Peru, Sweden, 
Madagascar, and Tunisia. Each new writer heard only 
the last line of the previous chapter, and the complete 
story is presented both in the original languages and in 
translation: a figure standing tall in a candlelit crowd 
becomes the piercingly beautiful corpse of a rabbit, 
then a disfigured and desirable woman, and then a 
caged thing, before coming full circle in the final, 
graphic installment to appear as a man standing tall in 
a crowd . . . surrounded by shadows. 

In this moment in America, when it feels like 
every day is a battle, it’s easy to think that there’s 
no time for art, no time for stories. In this world of 
alternative facts and conflicting narratives, words 
can feel so f limsy. In this reawakening of social 
activism, it’s not that the best lack conviction—it’s 
that the worst are full of passionate intensity while 
the best seem to want to slow down and verify all 
their sources. But it was the inscribed word that 
transformed a golem of Jewish folklore from raw clay 
into a fierce, unstoppable protector of the Jews of 
Prague. Scheherazade’s stories were so compelling 
that the king couldn’t kill her as he’d planned because 
he had to find out what happened next—and as a 
child reading that tale, I liked to think that surely 
1,001 nights of stories had made him a better person 
as well. Words can become corporeal to do the real 
work of repairing the world. And authors from four 
continents in five languages can create a single story: 
a spontaneously generated crowd, standing together 
in the candlelit darkness.

Cheers,

Elizabeth Blachman

Editor-in-chief 
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F I C T I O N

CATS
CHRISTINA BAKER KLINE

Cats. Lord, how I hate them. They slink around 
the house like snakes, like burglars, creeping on those 
padded feet so you don’t know where they’re at until they’re 
right behind you. And those eyes. Dead-cold stony eyes 
that look right past you, never at you, with an indifference 
beyond hatred that says nothing. Nothing but secrets you 
don’t want to know.

Just this morning, when I went to fetch the paper at 
the front door, there was another one. It shot in quick. 
Gave me a chill that stopped the blood in my veins: that 
sinewy body streaking past me, claws like tiny knives. The 
problem is, Susannah won’t do anything about it, she’s so 
attached to those cats. They keep coming because they 
know they won’t be shut out. And when they come, they 
stay for good.

The first time was a mistake. You’d think with all 
these cats that rats wouldn’t be a problem, but last spring 
they were everywhere. So I went to the Home Depot and 
bought some poison to get rid of them, the rats I mean. 
Dusted the whole basement. Spread it thick and even so 
wherever they were hiding they’d fall in it sooner or later. 
Then I shut off the light and came back upstairs. Well, 
one of the cats must’ve followed me down there, because 
when I went to check on the rat situation the next day, all I 
found was a dead cat. I nudged it with my shoe and it was 

as stiff as a plank. I got my rubber wash-up gloves and took 
that cat out back to the compost pile, holding it in front 
of me. I threw it as far into the coffee grounds and wormy 
corn as I had strength, and then I went over and heaped 
more compost on it. I was afraid of what Susannah would 
do if she saw it. She might cry. She might even get angry at 
me, and I couldn’t bear that.

I love Susannah like my own self. We’re as close as 
sisters can be. Our lives are meshed so fine it’s almost like 
we’re the same person now. We’ve lived in this house for 
fifteen years together, and we’ll probably live here until the 
end. Of course, I’ve lived here my whole life. Daddy built 
this house for Mother when they got married, back when 
there was no asphalt in front or houses on either side, back 
when there was land attached. All the land except half an 
acre was sold off when things got tight, but we hung on to 
the house. Susannah and I have a promise to stay in it until 
we’re dead or too senseless to know better.

Mother always said she hoped the house would stay in 
the family forever, but it looks like this is as far as it goes. 
My brother Frank died of a heart attack in ’98 and his 
wife married somebody else. Susannah never had children. 
I never got married. I’ve been tending the house as best 
I can all these years, but Susannah and I are old. I don’t 
like to think about what will happen when we’re gone, but 
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CaTS
CHRISTINA BAKER KLINE

I’d prefer to see a family in the house than see it standing 
empty, all boarded up. 

Susannah and I aren’t much, but we’re enough to fill 
it. We save clippings from the Ellsworth American and 
programs from the Maine Coast Baptist Church. Snapshots 
of cousin Donna’s four children and their children. In the 
summertime, as it is now, we open the front door and fill 
the house with smells of cut lawns and pine. (We’ve never 
had an air conditioner, always preferred the electric fan. 
Susannah says she won’t be refrigerated, thank you very 
much, until she doesn’t have any choice.) We can fruit and 
beans, mostly peaches on sale from Hannaford’s. The house 
fills up with that sweet smell of rotting peaches, rising in a 
steam of syrup, drawing f lies to the screen. 

Drawing cats.
Of course, Susannah draws them, too, with her own 

sweetness. Sweetness and cat food and cool corners with 
the drapes shut against the heat. They sneak in when you’re 
not looking, when you’re fetching the paper or chatting 
with the neighbors at the end of the driveway. And they 
get lost in here, for a while, at least. Then you go into the 
bathroom one morning and shut the door and there’s one 
in the laundry basket, staring at you with those dull dead 
eyes, waiting to see what you’ll do.

Susannah doesn’t believe me when I say they’re evil. 
The devil’s handiwork, set here on earth to test us. She 
laughs. Says, Oh, Melissa, you are the most superstitious 
person I know. Shakes her head and strokes the cat in her 
lap—there’s always a cat in her lap—while my head fills 
with wicked thoughts and I pray to the Lord to keep me 
from what I might do.

 As we forgive those who trespass against . . .
If I tried to remember when this all started I’d have 

to go way back, before Susannah’s husband died and she 
came here to live with me. Before she and Ed got married. 
Before we went to school, even. Back when Frank called 
me Runt.

I was the youngest. Frank was oldest, with Mariah in 
between. Daddy used to say I was the runt of the litter, 
and Frank picked it up. But it sounded different when he 
said it. Frank was mean to me, but he was never mean to 
Susannah; she was too pretty. If you ever wanted somebody 
to pick on, I guess I was the one. I was plain looking and 

quiet, never made a sound. Just yes and no, nodding my 
head, looking at my feet. 

Frank scared me, even before I had reason to be scared. 
He was big and rough and he spit out of the corner of his 
mouth and took the Lord’s name in vain. He and his best 
friend Justin Shanley double-dated on Saturday nights. 
Frank would get home real late and I’d hear him creep 
in, holding the screen door so it wouldn’t slam, stepping 
on the stairs in the right places so they didn’t creak. One 
time I was half awake and thought he might be a burglar 
or something, so I whispered Frank? Is that you? real soft. 
He came and stood in the doorway of my room, this huge 
shadow in the moonlight, and he said, If you tell Mother 
or Daddy about this I will kill you with my own hands. 
Then he left and I lay there wide awake until the sun came 
up, almost afraid to even breathe.

Frank and Justin went fishing on weekends. They’d 
come back with a line of pike and slap them on the back 
porch for Mother to clean, and then they’d sit on the steps 
with their legs spread wide and their caps on backward, 
whistling off-tune and seeing who could spit the farthest. 
That’s when the cats started coming. They’d smell the fish 
and come from everywhere, stepping sideways as they tried 
to figure out if Frank and Justin were fish themselves or 
just smelled like it. Frank batted them away with the back 
of his hand, saying, Somebody shoulda had sense to drown 
you when you was born, get the hell out! Then he’d say, 
Runt, get me something to drink, you ain’t doing nothing 
but standing there with your chin on the ground.

One hot Saturday they came back from fishing 
earlier than usual. Even without their shirts on they were 
sweating like dogs. They just sat there on the steps, too 
hot to even spit. I was in the yard hanging out wet sheets 
on the line. All of a sudden Frank said, Runt! Come here. 
Me and Justin got something for you to do. I went over and 
Frank said, Justin, you hold her, I’ll be right back. He went 
around the corner of the house and I was all confused, 
Justin’s sweaty fingers digging into my arms, him telling 
me, Just stand still and don’t make a sound or you’ll be 
sorry. Me whimpering, Please Justin let go I didn’t do 
nothing let go please. Then Frank came back. He was 
holding the biggest, ugliest, meanest-looking cat I’d ever 
seen in my life. Nice little pussy, ain’t it? Frank said. Ain’t 

CATS
CHRISTINA BAKER KLINE
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AN INTERVIEW WITH 

In his ten novels and two nonfiction books since the debut of 
Days Between Stations in 1985, Steve Erickson has created a world 
unlike that of any author working today. When people ask me to 
describe Erickson’s work—as they often do, knowing I was senior 
editor for thirteen years on the national literary journal Black 
Clock, of which Erickson was co-founder and editor-in-chief—I 
quote the Lovin’ Spoonful: “It’s like tryin’ to tell a stranger 
about rock ’n roll.” Erickson is a literary magician. His work 
is a unique North American magical realism: Faulkner meets 
García Márquez meets the Dylan of Highway 61 Revisited. In 
the last thirty years he has imagined a reality both completely 
recognizable and what only can be called “Ericksonian.” 

Writers from Jonathan Lethem to Rick Moody to Mark Z. 
Danielewski have credited his inf luence. While working with 
him on Black Clock, I saw the respect and admiration he received 
from David Foster Wallace, Richard Powers, Joanna Scott, 
Susan Straight, Samuel Delany, T. C. Boyle, Aimee Bender, 
Greil Marcus, Janet Fitch, Geoff Nicholson, and Don DeLillo. 
Erickson has received a Guggenheim Fellowship, a Lannan 
Foundation Lifetime Achievement Award, and an American 
Academy of Arts and Letters Award in Literature. Recently Steve 
and I talked over Mexican food and via email about literature, 
politics, being and becoming a writer in these times, and his new 
mindblower, Shadowbahn.

BRUCE BAUMAN

STEVE ERICKSON

Years ago your novel Arc d’X [1993] included a section 
about “Steve Erickson, an obscure novelist who died . . .” 
 to which a couple of your other novels have since made 
reference. Also, the character Banning Jainlight from 
Tours of the Black Clock [1989] makes frequent cameos in 
other novels. This adds to my feeling that all your books 
are one long novel. 

SE  People have mentioned this over the years. 
It isn’t part of any epic intent other than that 

sometimes one book bleeds into another. A couple of 
decades back I realized that each novel tends to pick up 
on something that doesn’t get fully resolved in the previ-
ous one. Shadowbahn is a bit unique in that it wasn’t born 
that way, though it has characters from the earlier book 
[These Dreams of You, 2012]. I just had this brainstorm of 
the Twin Towers appearing out of nowhere in the Dakota 

Badlands twenty years after their fall, and in the south 
tower is trapped Elvis Presley’s stillborn twin while the 
north tower, where Elvis should be, stands empty. If all 
the books are a single thing, it’s circular—you can enter 
the orbiting system at any point, and the whole suddenly 
becomes something else. I’ll let readers decide what it adds 
up to.

Where do think that image of the Towers came from?

SE  Whatever kind of f lashback someone who’s 
never taken acid has [laughs].

Consider yourself lucky. This was after These Dreams 
was published?
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SE  Yeah. 

Did you start writing right away?

SE  Being a novelist, you know that an idea is one 
thing and a novel is another. For years I had this 

idea of a secret movie hidden by God, frame by frame, in 
all the movies ever made—but I couldn’t write Zeroville 
[2007] until I had picked the lock of the story’s main char-
acter, which took years. Similarly, Shadowbahn still needed 
a couple of tourist guides to get us cross-country while the 
rest of the story unfolded, and they turned out to be These 
Dreams’s siblings twelve years older. I pondered for a year 
or so before beginning work the first week of 2014. 

You know I’m a big fan of, and have been inf luenced by, 
D. H. Lawrence’s Studies in Classic American Literature 
and Leslie Fiedler, who expanded on the theory of the 
American novel as a road novel. Shadowbahn is most 
definitely a road novel. Did you think of it in that classic 
tradition? 

SE  Is Moby Dick a road novel? 

You get seasick instead of carsick.

SE  I guess all American wanderers are in search 
of their white whales. Someone—it may have 

been Sarah Vowell in the Believer—once called my novels 
“restless” because, for better or worse, they cover a lot of 
ground. Whether that’s just the nature of my storytelling 
or because I have a kind of narrative ADD, I don’t know. 
Obviously this new book adheres most classically, to use 
your term, to the road-novel trope, with Parker and Zema 
driving from Los Angeles to the Great Lakes to see their 
mother. Coincidentally, in the last few months I went back 
to the Lawrence, which I last read forty years ago, and was 
reminded how great he is, particularly on Poe and Melville. 
I’m not sure he’ll ever convince me about James Fenimore 
Cooper. 

Fiedler tried to convince me about Cooper too, and I 
didn’t buy it.

SE  What do those guys know? [Laughter.] 

Other books of yours are time-travel/spec-fiction road 
novels, as opposed to classic time-travel sci-fi. 

SE  If we’re going to psychoanalyze this—which, as 
you fully realize, is a dangerous thing to do—

most immediately striking is the untethered nature of the 
stories. The sense of things coming apart. Others should 
draw their own conclusions on what this says about me. 

Can you talk about going back and forth in time in your 
books? 

SE  I grew up in a Los Angeles where time was 
a ball of tangled yarn rather than something 

stretched end to end. Out in the valley hinterlands that 
later became the porn capital of the world, you had old 
Western frontier sets under a sky streaked by purple jet 
trails from rocket tests in the Santa Susana mountains—
past, present, and future jammed into a single moment. 
My childhood landscapes routinely changed not in years 
or months but in weeks or days. So even relatively sta-
tionary novels with geographical or temporal centers like 
Amnesiascope [1996] and Our Ecstatic Days [2005] are inter-
rupted by detours. There’s the sense of a center that grows 
more entropic than gravitational. 

In Shadowbahn, past and future are the antagonists, 
represented by the Towers. Unlike many novelists, you 
rarely have a human antagonist—your protagonists 
are often f lawed, and their battles are with the forces 
of history and nature. This seems quite Faulknerian. 
Melville did the same in Bartleby, and Fitzgerald in 
Tender Is the Night, in which Dick Diver is his own worst 
enemy, as the future is his enemy—unlike in Gatsby, 
where Tom Buchanan is certainly the antagonist.
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N O N F I C T I O N

OUTSIDE 
GETS INSIDE

RAKESH SATYAL

They’re burning a hole in my pocket. Stacked 
thickly, f lush against and hugging each other, ready to 
be dispensed and enjoyed and dispersed, they make me 
feel secure and important. I shall not want for anything 
because they are there to reassure me, to guarantee that I 
will not be without a strong foundation. They’re muted in 
their color but loud in their impact.

They’re tissues. “Kleenex,” to use that oft-invoked 
eponym loved by Midwesterners.

At twelve years old, I need these tissues because my 
allergies are practically nuclear and I need to be able to 
staunch the dripping of my ever-runny nose. They crowd 
the pockets of my too-big jeans, even sometimes the 
pockets of my too-large sweaters (chosen because they 
can accommodate this exact function). My mom is an 
elementary school teacher and collects a box of tissues from 
every student at the beginning of the school year to supply 
the classroom with a necessary quantity; she inevitably 
ends up with more than she and the students need, so a few 
boxes will find their way into our house. Then I’ll pinch a 
stack of pastel squares, stuff them into my pockets, blow 
into them, and throw them away again and again, day in 

and day out and day in. Everyone knows me as this: the 
allergy guy, the dork whose books are the only things that 
outnumber his Kleenex. 

This is the public fact about me, this bedrock and 
crutch of tissues. But my real aff liction—it isn’t as apparent 
to people at school. That particular malady is almost 
exclusively known to the other Indian families who watch, 
weekend after weekend, as it strikes me down.

« . »

Asthma is inflammation. Allergens and 
pathogens cause the muscles of your airway to contract, 
leading to shortness of breath and, ah, that most accurately 
onomatopoetic of words, wheezing. Wheezing turns you 
into something between a kazoo and an accordion. You 
feel its metallic rumbles through your chest, forcing its 
way out of your mouth, hitting every pressure point of your 
trachea on the way out (not your throat but your trachea; 
people always confuse the two, and as my voice teacher 
always says, the way to rehabilitate your voice is to hydrate 
so that your larynx is lubricated: “Don’t just drink a cup 

PHOTOGRAPH BY MACIEK JASIK





26

AUTHORS IN 
CONVERSATION 
A DISCUSSION WITH MELISSA FEBOS & GARTH GREENWELL

Before we transmitted stories via screens or paper, lungs and lips 
shaped air into sound. Today this tradition continues in the beds 
of children whose parents cuddle them close, picture book in 
hand. As a child I loved being read to and listening to stories on 
my Fisher Price cassette player. Now, as an adult, I head to bars 
and bookstores to hear authors read their work aloud. There’s 
a fine art to this practice, and a well-performed story elicits a 
physical response not unlike arousal—my pulse quickens, spine 
shivers, armpits drip sweat. I first encountered the work of Melissa 
Febos and Garth Greenwell in this way, sitting rapt on a folding 
chair while they read. At the renowned Franklin Park Reading 
Series in Brooklyn, Garth bent over the microphone as if using 
every muscle to project his words, holding the room spellbound 
by force of body as well as will. While at the Housing Works 
Bookstore in Manhattan, Melissa stood serenely and yet similarly 
commanded the audience’s attention, seeming to make eye contact 
with every member as she carefully enunciated each word. Melissa 
and Garth seemed the perfect pair for an issue themed around the 
Corporeal.

In content, their work also deals with the body and its desires 
in dazzling, powerful prose. Febos’s memoir Whip Smart: The 
True Story of a Secret Life documented her time as a professional 

dominatrix as well as a heroin addict, while her new collection 
of essays, Abandon Me, explores her childhood in Cape Cod 
and how the legacy of her family inf luences and informs her 
relationships to this day. In both books, Febos dances between 
empowerment and vulnerability, connection and isolation. She 
uses tangible human sensations as ligature for poetry, psychology, 
and biography, building an exalted and intellectual art that is 
nonetheless grounded and potent. Greenwell’s exquisite fiction 
achieves something similar. In his debut novel, the acclaimed 
What Belongs to You, an unnamed teacher in Sofia, Bulgaria, enters 
into a complicated relationship with Mitko, a young hustler he 
pays for sex. Though Mitko needs the narrator for money, meals, 
and stability, the narrator comes to rely on Mitko for a kind of 
tenderness he never experienced growing up gay in the American 
South, where he suppressed his queerness.

Both Febos and Greenwell are masters of the sentence, 
weaving their tales from striking constructions that beg to be 
given weight and sensation by the voice. Not surprisingly, both 
have backgrounds in poetry as well as singing. Ironically, our 
conversation took place online in a shared document, yet the 
impact of their prose is such that I often felt as though they were 
in the room speaking their words into my ear. 

BRIAN GRESKO
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Can you tell me about how you came to writing 
professionally, and why you chose to write in the genre 
that you do?

MF  Writing came to me first. Or maybe I should 
say, came for me. I have always been a compul-

sive person, and reading was my first drug of choice—I was 
a child fiend for reading. If consuming books was a way to 
escape into other worlds, then writing them was a way to 
create worlds—something I was already doing in my head 
as a kid. By the time I was ten, I was calling myself a writer.

I started with poems and wrote them all the way 
into college, when a smart teacher pointed out my habit 
of stuffing my poems with striking images that added 
up to very little. This was the point, I think. I had a 
lyrical tendency, and in poems thought I could get away 
with not knowing what I was actually writing about. 
That teacher asked me what I liked to read. Without 
hesitation, I said novels. She told me that I should 
probably be writing fiction, so I did. Fiction was much 
harder, and more fun. My work was never very inventive, 
though—it stayed pretty close to my own experiences. 
Then, in graduate school, I took a nonfiction class for 
kicks. We wrote an op-ed, a book review, and then short 
personal essays. At the time, I had just quit my job as 
a professional dominatrix and was about a year into 
recovery from heroin addiction. I was about halfway into 
writing a novel that dealt with addiction and sexual power 
dynamics, but in oblique ways. For my essay assignment, 
I tackled them directly. When I pulled back that final 
curtain of fictionalization, the stories poured out of 
me with an exhilarating urgency. I resisted the idea of 
being a memoirist for a while, but it was pointless. That 
form came for me too. And that first essay became the 
beginning of Whip Smart.

I still write fiction. I have a draft of a novel that 
I pick up a few times a year, but creative nonfiction is 
unavoidably my primary form. The urge to write is, for 
me, an urge to make sense of things. To name things 
and answer questions that I often cannot say aloud. I am 
secretive and conf lict averse and have a keen instinct for 
avoidance, so I think it’s harder for me to get at my truths 
with any leeway for invention or obfuscation—I like to 

hide too much. One of the epigraphs for my new book 
is from D. W. Winnicott: “It is a joy to be hidden and a 
disaster not to be found.” In nonfiction, I get to excavate 
my own hiding places. It makes sense to me that I’m most 
drawn to the essay form, with its etymological root in the 
verb to try. I am always trying to get at something, or close 
to something, that equally compels and scares me.

GG  I was always a reader too, but I came to writ-
ing late. My first training in the arts was in 

music, which I also came to late—I started studying voice 
when I was fourteen, after my high school choir director 
heard something in my voice. That led me to opera, which 
I studied at the Eastman School of Music in Rochester. 
It was also in Rochester that I took my first poetry class, 
with James Longenbach, in the first semester of my junior 
year, and I fell hard for poetry. I had been growing increas-
ingly frustrated as a singer—with my instrument, with the 
constraints of the conservatory, with what I saw looming 
as the itinerant life of the professional musician—and I 
pretty immediately felt that poetry offered me something 
performance didn’t. I left conservatory and transferred to 
Purchase College, a SUNY school just north of New York 
City. For the next fifteen years or so, I devoted myself to 
poems as a poet, scholar, and teacher. 

I can’t say what made me begin writing prose. It had 
something to do with being in Bulgaria, where I moved 
in 2009; with the amount of information I was taking in, 
maybe; or with how my relationship to English changed 
when I began speaking another language every day. In any 
event, I began hearing sentences that I knew weren’t broken 
into lines. I wrote the book without a plan, without any 
sense of what it might be, or that I was writing “a novel.” 
I wrote sentence by sentence, trying to feel the energy of 
each sentence and let it carry me somewhere that would 
surprise me. I was teaching full time, and I would wake 
at four thirty every morning to write for two hours before 
heading to class. I was writing in the dark, literally and 
metaphorically, in my little apartment on the outskirts of 
Sofia. I wrote by hand, in a little notebook at a table by 
a window looking out at a district of huge Soviet-style 
apartment blocks. If I wasn’t teaching that day, during a 
weekend or holiday, those hours writing might be my most 

AUTHORS IN 
CONVERSATION 
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But for you, I admit, the physics of most things I’ve for-
gotten, how anything is replenished. At the springs near 
White Swan Lake, some of the water falls to a river and 
cools. I sit soaking, watching a wife who cannot stand the 
hottest pool. Her waist is as small as a girl’s, and when her 
sons wander too far, she doesn’t call them any louder—I 
don’t think she has the strength. She only separates the syl-
lables dramatically. She is so thin. She goes up behind her 
husband, who sits in a pool, filling it like a child in a sink. 
His back and shoulders are red, his stomach loose. She 
begins to rub in sunscreen, and his head falls forward, as if 
he can’t help it. They aren’t talking. I watch his left nipple 
harden, and he is so wet, most of the lotion runs milky 
down his skin.

Theorem
JILL OSIER

PHOTOGRAPH BY SUSANNA MAJURI
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Everything Its 
Own Tiny Tunnel

JILL OSIER 

The days narrow to weather, wear the windows 
of where else. So much, where go the hills 
knit by plow and trout and wind? Remember 
Montreal? We were never there, but it has a sun 
and moon on the same river, I had 
to call. Hotels make me want
to spread myself thin. Between you 
and you, sun and moon. Sheet of glass 
we never skated, make room.
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F I C T I O N

CORPOREAL
AN INTERNATIONAL EXQUISITE CORPSE

CHAKIB DAOUD, NAIVO, JEON SAM-HYE, JESSICA SCHIEFAUER, CARLOS YUSHIMITO •  
TRANSLATED BY ALLISON M. CHARETTE, ANTON HUR, ELISABETH JAQUETTE,  VALERIE MILES, 

SASKIA VOGEL • LETTERED BY CHAKIB DAOUD AND MERCEDES CLAIRE GILLIOM

Slice has hosted Exquisite Corpse readings all 
over the United States. There’s something irresistible 
about the Exquisite Corpse format, which lends itself to 
both collaboration and spontaneity. Here’s how it works: 
One writer pens the first segment of a story. Sometimes 
we’ll offer a theme to serve as a springboard. Then the 
fun really begins. The next writer receives the final line of 
that first segment and continues the story. And so on, and 
so on, until we reach the final writer. The end result is a 
story stitched together by a group of writers, each one not 
knowing what came beforehand. 

We’ve been experimenting with the Exquisite Corpse 
format lately. Most recently we tried it live. Writers wore 
headphones to muff le the sound before their turns. The 
stories that emerged were messy and brilliant and filled 
with unexpected echoes. As I was listening to one of these 
stories unfold, I began to wonder what would happen if we 
brought together writers who spoke different languages. 
Soon I was sitting down to coffee with Jessie Chaffee from 
Words Without Borders, and she took it from there.  

—Celia Johnson, Creative Director of Slice

Words Without Borders builds cultural 
understanding through the translation, publication, and 
promotion of contemporary international literature. Each 

month our free online magazine (wordswithoutborders.
org) features new international writing translated into 
English for the first time. Our blog, WWB Daily, presents 
interviews and articles about international literature. 
Our goal is to break down borders by making the voices 
of writers around the world available to English readers. 
And what better way to break down borders than with a 
multilingual Exquisite Corpse?

I was thrilled when Celia approached me about 
working with us on this project. It was exciting to 
partner with Slice, a vital advocate for emerging writers, 
and through that partnership to feature international 
emerging writers and translators whom we’ve published 
in WWB. Each part of the process involved multiple layers 
of translation, as, for example, the final line of a section 
written in Korean was translated into English and then 
into Spanish so that the narrative could continue. 

The writers featured here—from South Korea, Peru, 
Sweden, Madagascar, and Tunisia—and their talented 
translators have created a story that could not have been 
produced by a single voice. Instead, this richly layered 
narrative ref lects the extraordinary work that is possible 
when we create space for a multiplicity of voices and build 
bridges for artistic collaboration.

—Jessie Chaffee, Editor at Words Without Borders
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까치발. 발끝과 무릎이 일직선이 되도록. 땅에 발을 딛되 가장 

하늘과 가까워지는 방법. 발끝으로 온 체중을 지탱하는 방법. 

내가 그 모습을 가장 많이 본 곳은 광장이었다. 백만 명이 넘게 

모인 광장이었다. 추운 밤, 촛불을 하나씩 들고 있었다. 맨 앞의 

무대에서 ‘촛불 파도타기를 시작합니다!’ 라는 말이 들리고 

모두가 일제히 까치발을 했다. 아주 간단히, 자기 차례가 왔을 

때 촛불을 높이 들었다가 내려놓는 그 ‘의식’에서 사람들은 

앞을 내다보며 속삭였다. 오고 있어? 온다. 오고 있어! 이제 곧 

여기야! 자기 차례가 왔을 때 사람들은 까치발을 하며 촛불을 

높이 들었다 내려놓았다. 영상으로 찍은 장면들을 인터넷으로 

찾아보았다. 저 앞의 사람들과, 뒤의 까치발과, 들었다가 

내려놓는 촛불 아래로 팽팽해졌을 종아리와 허벅지와 발목의 

근육.

이제 막 6개월에 접어든, 아직 길 줄 모르는 조카는 내가 

간지럽히면 몸을 뻗치며 웃는다. 웃을 때마다 발끝과 무릎이 

평행이 된다. 아직 한 번도 땅에 딛어본 적 없는, 무게를 지탱해 

본 적 없는 발로 가장 키가 커지는 자세를 하며 웃는다.

광장에서 아이들을 보았다. 아이들은 아무리 까치발을 

해도 어른의 키를 넘어설 수 없다는 걸 알면서도 계속 까치발을 

하고 군중 너머 앞을 보려 했다. 저 앞엔 뭐가 있어? 저 앞엔 

누가 있어? 더 먼 곳을 보려는 발.

하늘과 가까워지려는 발의 모습.

발이 커 가며 키가 자라고, 발의 성장이 멈추면 어느 순간 

키의 성장도 멈추게 된다는 말을 들었다. 어른의 손바닥보다도 

작았다가 어느 순간 20센티미터가 넘게 자라는 발. 오랜 

시간동안 차근차근 자란 발로 땅을 딛고, 발가락 끝에 힘을 주고 

저 앞을 건너다본다.

오고 있어? 오고 있어. 많은 것을 기다릴 때 하게 되는 

동작. 아물거리는 길의 끝에서 상대방이 오는지 단 1초라도 

먼저 알려고 애를 쓸 때, 수평선 너머에서 배가 오고 있는 

것을 확인하려 할 때. 상대방이 나에게 언제 닿는지 알려고, 

조금이라도 먼저 알려고. 그리고 내 키를 조금이라도 키워 내가 

여기 있다는 것을 알리려고 하는 동작.

오고 있어? 나 여기 있어. 오고 있어? 나 여기 있어. 

까치발을 들었다 내릴 때마다 근육이 속삭인다. 나는 이렇게 내 

생에 가장 큰 키로 당신을 찾고 있어.

Tiptoes. Lining up your heels and knees. A method of 
keeping your feet on the ground while getting closer to 
the sky. Of supporting your weight on the tips of your 
feet. I saw this method the most in the plaza. A plaza 
where more than a million people gathered, each holding 
a candle in the cold night. When the distant stage called 
“The candlelight wave!” we stood on our tiptoes. A simple 
“ceremony” of lifting your candle when the wave came. 
We peered ahead and whispered, Is it coming? It’s coming. 
It’s coming! Almost! We tiptoed, raising our candles high 
before lowering them. I looked up the video. The immense 
crowd on their tiptoes, the calves and thighs that must 
have tensed underneath the candles rising and falling.

My niece of just six months, who’s yet to crawl, would 
stretch and giggle when I tickled her, planking her feet 
and knees. Those feet that have never touched the ground, 
never supported her weight, taking the posture that creates 
her tallest height. She giggles.

I saw children in the plaza. Even when they knew it 
was futile, they kept standing on their tiptoes trying to see. 
What’s in front? Who? Feet showing the effort of seeing 
further.

Feet showing the effort of approaching the sky.
They say height grows with feet, that height stops 

growing once the feet stop. Feet once smaller than the 
palm of an adult’s hand are suddenly longer than twenty 
centimeters. With my slowly but surely grown feet I stand, 
strength in my toes, looking far ahead.

Is it coming? It’s coming. A posture of urgent waiting. 
Of wanting to know, at the end of a shimmering road, even 
just a second earlier, whether you are coming, of wanting 
to see the ship over the horizon. Of wanting to see you 
arrive, even just a second faster. Of showing that I’m here 
by making myself taller, even by just a little bit more.

Are you coming? I’m here. Coming? Here. My muscles 
whisper whenever I lift and lower myself on tiptoe. Here I 
stand, the tallest I have ever been, searching for you.

EXQUISITE CORPSE, PART 1 
BY JEON SAM-HYE
TRANSLATED FROM KOREAN BY ANTON HUR
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Aqu  estoy, más alto que nunca, buscándote.
¿Cuánto se le parecía esa obstinación a la de mi propio 

pasado? Me encontré pensando una vez más en mi padre; 
cuando, al cumplir los doce años, me había conducido hasta 
una granja rural de Cumberland. Ese día nos habíamos 
quedado quietos mientras admirábamos, uno al lado 
del otro, a los conejos que se agitaban en sus jaulas. El 
invierno también se movía así, discretamente, dando ciegos 
manotazos sobre el aire, atrapado en el desconcierto del frío.

Al fin, mi padre había dicho:
–Elige uno.
Y los conejos habían sacudido sus narices del otro 

lado del alambre, inf lándolas nerviosamente y mirando 
con apenas un solo lado de su rolliza cara, tal vez con la 
esperanza de no ser vistos.

Elegí uno de pelambre blanco y quietos y cárdenos ojos 
y lo señalé con el dedo:

–Ese –dije.
Simplemente –había pensado luego–, me había parecido 

hermoso.
Mi padre había asentido entonces, y casi de inmediato 

la estanciera, que llevaba algún tiempo aguardando, 
procedió a capturarlo. Aquella mujer regordeta, los 
mofletes rojos y lozanos, los brazos tan anchos como dos de 
los míos arrimados a la par, golpeó secamente con el dorso 
de su mano, apuntando, certera, al cuello del animal. Y casi 
de inmediato, el conejo había quedado quieto, f lojamente 
colgante de sus largas patas traseras, ahora inertes. Algo 
que se le parecía al sueño o a una languidez temporal, ese 
pacífico gesto de nariz y lengua rosada, asomó definitivo 
con la quietud de la muerte. Cortó entonces el cuello con 
una rápida incisión que lo desangró, y tiró luego con fuerza 
de su piel como si se quitase un guante; la cubierta peluda 
desnudando, entonces, a un cuerpo rosado y vivo.

Aquello, pensé más tarde, mientras mi padre 
conducía de regreso a casa, había sido el costo de la 
belleza. Y esa la responsabilidad por haber sabido 
apreciarla.

Here I stand, the tallest I have ever been, 
searching for you. 

To what extent did this kind of grit remind me of my 
own past? I caught myself thinking about my dad again; I 
had just turned twelve, and he drove me out to a country 
farm in Cumberland. We stood beside each other that day, 
quietly enjoying the sight of the rabbits scuff ling around 
in their cages. Winter seemed to be moving in the same 
manner, discreetly, pawing the air blindly, trapped in the 
befuddling cold.

Finally my father said, Pick one.
And the rabbits twitched their noses on the other 

side of the wire, nostrils f laring apprehensively, each one 
observing us from a single side of its chubby face, hoping, 
perhaps, to go unnoticed.

I chose one with white fur and quiet, violet eyes.
That one, I said.
Simply—I thought later—because I found it beautiful.
My father nodded to the farmer who had been 

lingering a while and who caught it directly. A f leshy 
woman, with ruddy red cheeks and arms the size of two of 
mine together, she smacked the animal in the throat with 
the back of her hand in a quick, precise blow. The rabbit 
fell limp instantaneously, hanging f loppily by its long back 
paws, unmoving. Something dreamlike, a momentary 
listlessness in that peaceful gesture of its nose and pink 
tongue emerged definitively in the stillness of death. She 
slit its throat then, a quick incision to bleed it out, and 
tugged hard at the pelt as if removing a glove, the furry 
sheath baring a rosy, live body.

That’s the price of beauty, I thought later, as my 
father drove us home. And this the weight of knowing 
how to appreciate it.

EXQUISITE CORPSE, PART 2
BY CARLOS YUSHIMITO
TRANSLATED FROM SPANISH BY VALERIE MILES
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N O N F I C T I O N

UNHOLY 
PILGRIMAGE

JESSIE CHAFFEE

“Do you know about St. Rita?” a colleague asks 
me on my first evening in Florence. “They have her body 
preserved in Cascia. My parents were married in front of it.” 

I am in Florence on a Fulbright grant to research the 
mystical saints—the women in particular—for a novel. 
This is the ideal place to be doing it. Italy, more than any 
other country, is rich with writings by and about these 
women, as well as depictions of them and their mummified 
corpses. From that first anecdote about St. Rita hours after 
my arrival to my departure almost a year later, I find them 
everywhere. Their veneration is intensely local, as specific 
to each region or town as wine or dialect, and the devotion 
is as deep as the commitment to the home soccer team. It 
seems that any time I mention my project, someone has a 
personal story about another saint in another small town 
that I have to visit. 

And I do visit. I see St. Margaret preserved in Cortona. 
I find St. Agnes’s shrunken skull in a church in Rome. 
I hire a taxi to take me to a convent in the hills beyond 
Florence in search of Maria Maddalena de’ Pazzi’s incorr-
uptible body. You’re going outside of the world, the driver tells 
me as the roads grow narrower and narrower, and I wonder 
how and if I will make it home. 

I am not Catholic, do not consider myself a member of 
any church. Growing up, I periodically went to Methodist 

services, and I attended a Quaker school for middle and 
high school. Neither of those experiences bound me to a 
dogma, but the rituals they provided—filled with songs 
and prayers and silent meetings—were a balm during 
the turbulence of adolescence, and one that I carried 
with me into adulthood, seeking out sacred spaces, as I 
do during this year in Italy. And my family’s history is 
rooted in Protestantism—among the several generations 
of ministers is Jessie Bartlett Hess, my great-grandmother 
for whom I am named. In the 1930s, Jessie was ordained 
in the Congregational Church, which she joined only 
after the Presbyterian Church, where her minister 
husband preached, refused to ordain her. She passed her 
faith—and her formidable spirit—on to her daughter, my 
grandmother, my role model growing up. 

I am not Catholic, but I am a seeker who comes from 
a line of strong women who not only believed but were 
adamant in the practice of their beliefs. And perhaps that 
is why St. Catherine took hold when I stumbled onto her 
in the course of writing my book. Early in the novel, my 
protagonist, Hannah, visits the Basilica of San Domenico 
in Siena, a place I had not yet seen, and so I researched 
what she would find there. And what she would find, does 
find, is St. Catherine. Pieces of the saint—her mummified 
head and finger—and frescoes of her life. Two of the 
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frescoes stood out: one of St. Catherine healing a possessed 
woman and the other of the saint in spiritual ecstasy, seem-
ingly possessed herself. 

As I took in these paintings—on a computer screen, 
at that time—I thought about what my protagonist would 
see in them. Hannah is in Italy in the aftermath of a bout 
with self-starvation that leaves her life and her body in 
ruins. Though she is trying to rebuild herself, she is still 
drawn to the seduction of the disorder. Faced with these 
contradictory images of femininity, she tries to figure out 
where she fits: Is she the calm saint (who herself practiced 
extreme starvation) or the madwoman? Is she Catherine 

in ecstasy or the woman possessed by demons? It is a 
duality that might be applied to many visionaries. And it 
is the impossible fulcrum on which any woman expressing 
herself in body or in words might find herself balanced, 
whether claiming to have visions of God in the twelfth 
century or running for president today. She is too cold or too 
passionate. She is too weak or too strong. She is too ambitious. 
She is crazy. Just who does she think she is? In writing the 
scene that grew out of that research, I realized that the 
saints were central to the novel, that they ref lected back 
the struggles of body and spirit that are the crux of 
Hannah’s journey. And so I applied for the grant that 

MIXED MEDIA PHOTOGRAPH BY JESSICA TREMP
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F I C T I O N

THE GIRL
ITORO UDOFIA

We thought her damaged. In hindsight, it was too 
heavy a burden to put on a girl not more than fifteen, 
but the young girl’s reputation preceded her. Her father’s 
father was a crook chief. By crook, I mean that this man 
just knew how to steal. He stole from people too poor to 
give, and he acquired enough wealth to last his sons many 
decades. The land and most of the palm trees on it, he 
stole. Killing him would have been easy, but somehow 
he kept stealing without so much as a grumble from the 
people. I heard he was unable to see over his own stomach. 
Wasting his days feeding a never-ending hunger, while 
drinking with the few men who liked him. The crook went 
on getting more and more, while the many got less and 
less. No one thought to poison his food or conspire against 
him. Not any of his unfavored wives, or his disgruntled 
servants, or anyone tasked with putting a plate of food in 
front of his face. Despicable! My father used to say the 
poor can be daft when they’re hungry. And even dafter 
when they’re sad. 

The crook chief—privy to these facts—threw elaborate 
celebrations where the feasts were plentiful. During those 
feasts the people forgot their poverty, content to simply eat, 
drink, and watch the masked performance. One actor wore 
a mask representing the crook chief, with a big wooden 
stomach tied around his back. The actor played a dancing 
buffoon, tripping over his feet and breaking the stomach to 
pieces. The wooden stomach was full of all the palm trees 
and food the crook stole. Other actors—representing the 
townspeople—scurried to collect the shrubs, ripped flowers, 

and rotten fruit falling from the broken stomach. They even 
took the wood back, knowing the chief stole that too.

Drunk on palm wine, the people forgot their laughter 
would end. The crook won the game of wits, allowing them 
a measly play where they hid behind masks like cowards. 
When the people realized the con, they prayed for the real 
chief to fall over his belly, hitting the ground hard enough 
to crack his skull. Perhaps the entire village was damaged 
from the plunder of the crook chief, but we believed anyone 
descended from the big-bellied brute was an enemy. Little 
surprise that the girl’s father was a blathering, self-centered 
drunkard. He squandered the money his father gave him 
to study abroad and marry—coming home degreeless, 
without his wife. Two years later, the wife (who promptly 
realized she could adopt the American way of doing things 
and divorce the fool) sent the daughter home to live with 
the father. The father was furious at the little girl who 
failed to bring her mother back. The aunt stepped in to 
raise her when she was ten years old. She visited the father’s 
compound often, teaching the girl how to cook properly and 
watching her daily movements. 

« . »

The aunt is the only one from that family I both 
fear and respect. Even with all the wahala,1 I keep her in 

1  Pidgin word used mostly by Nigerians, meaning “trouble”

PAINTING BY ORIOL ANGRILL JORDÀ
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EMERGING VOICES 
THESIS BY JANE HUFFMAN
INTRODUCTION BY DIANE SEUSS

Jane Huffman’s poems thrill me with their sneaky explorations of gender, their playful 
use of academic jargon, and their images—drawn straight out of the Midwest, with all 
its ordinary strangeness and strange loneliness. At first glance, “Thesis” seems studious, 
from its title to its in-text citations and footnote. Yet, in spite of—maybe even because 
of—these distancing strategies, the poem’s real subject is loneliness, and specifically 
female loneliness. It seems spot-on that Jane references Emily Dickinson, who writes 
so often about the solitude her lonely craft requires. All the better that Jane manages to 
quote the lyrics to the subversive, lonely Freddie Mercury’s “Killer Queen” in the same 
poem. Meanwhile, the f lat-chested landscape lays out its underwire bra, one of those 
tactics that keep women and other problematic creatures alive. I love Jane’s poems because 
they operate so much like we do, trying to appear to follow the instructions while secretly 
planning the overthrow of the whole operation.

Jane Huffman was my student at Kalamazoo College and is an MFA candidate in 
poetry at the University of Iowa Writers’ Workshop.

   —Diane Seuss
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Thesis
JANE HUFFMAN

[1] 

If lonely is a gendered thing, then clothes
are organs, disputed lines that sort me 

into small, suitable containers—a guilty sleeve.
Figure one: crease, iron, neck hole, lariat

undulating around my neck. I’ve paid for it:
my legs in stirrups, my hands in cuffs.

As the canon tells us, “it might be lonelier
without the loneliness” (Dickinson, 1863), Emily 

loading the swell of the muzzle with ball, 
“gunpowder and gelatin” (Mercury, 1974), 

solid space into negative space like body into gown,
like wind into a silo emptied of its soybeans.

Figure two: I was proposed to 
with a gold stud earring and a hole to put it in.

[2] 

If lonely is a gendered thing, there is little difference between 
addressing and undressing. More or less, when cotton grows, it 
grows to be seen and felt, transfigured into seersucker and lining. 
Nakedness beckons, holds out upturned wrists with unfastened 
links, one comedy, one tragedy. The landscape lays out bra and 
underwire. The landscape lies f lat-chested, develops a stream, a 
lily pad, a water lily, a water lily’s pink stamen. But the water lily 
is nothing but a water lily.1 And inside the empty silo, loneliness 
still shovels—does the mindless work of memory.

1 and for once, herein, the water lily is recused 

of its loveliness, its bad reputation for growing untethered,

via adhesion, pink despite its roots, lack thereof, despite it 

floating like a face-up body on the water, which, herein, 

is the primordial water, after which it was named.
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When Anna Marschalk-Burns was my student at The Sackett Street Workshops, 
her stories were marked by faultless dialogue and an elegant, unteachable insight. A 
broad understanding of human behavior infuses Anna’s details, the kind of phrases 
you underline. In “Have You Ever Tried,” Arjeane, a single mother of a daughter with 
autism, visits a bar with branches that “rested like elbows,” where she meets a new f lame. 
Emboldened, she imagines a life that “spools out like ticker tape” where laughter will be 
a “quick-blooming f lower.” The measure of tenderness in these images will be the exact 
weight of Arjeane’s anguish, more painful for the softness with which it is dealt. Autism 
can destroy the connective tissue of relationships, even though connection is what the 
affected desperately need. In addition to the lines, I admire that this story sheds light on 
the endless and frustrating reach of disability, a room contemporary literature too often 
leaves dark. I am a devoted fan of the muscular delicacy of Anna’s important work, and 
I’m delighted to help it find a home in Slice.

—Marie-Helene Bertino

HAVE YOU EVER TRIED BY ANNA MARSCHALK-BURNS
INTRODUCTION BY MARIE-HELENE BERTINO

EMERGING VOICES 
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F I C T I O N

HAVE YOU 
EVER TRIED

ANNA MARSCHALK-BURNS

For once, Lily is still.
Arjeane knows it won’t last, but she is buoyed by a 

shameful hope that Lily won’t act up, won’t embarrass her. 
She pleaded with her and placated her in the hours waiting 
for the man to show up. A collection of her pleas now lies 
smashed or discarded on the play table in the dim, back 
room of their house—book with sensory felt, ball of Play-
Doh, forbidden chocolates that could lodge themselves in 
Lily’s throat and stick while she can’t find words to tell 
Arjeane what is killing her.

She has tested all the possible combinations of light, 
settling on a few soft lamps, nothing too overt. A smear of 
lipstick wiped away and reapplied. Lily looks bewildered 
from her spot on the couch, disinterested in the frantic 
preparations. All of it seems a game. 

 The awful thing Arjeane’s mother, Sandra, said once: 
at least she’s beautiful. Arjeane stepped back from her as if 
slapped, and told her mother to get out, even though she’d 
had the same thought about her daughter herself, many 
times over. Beauty a talisman against the part of Lily’s 
brain that kept her from learning to speak, the part that no 
one could explain or fix. 

Everything is arranged and quiet, a picture of ease.

« . »

Arjeane met the man when she and her sister 
Barb had gone out to the bar in the trees. It had some 
other name, but the signage had been covered up by the 
trees sneaking up and around the vinyl siding, wrangling 
themselves in through the windows so that branches rested 
like elbows on the tables, swallowed the place in a mossy, 
dark scent. 

They’d left Lily with their mother. Sandra took Lily’s 
picture at endless angles, uploaded them to an online 
album called “Angel of My Heart,” but turned fierce on 
a hairpin when Lily tantrummed. Lily came home once 
with a rosy bruise around her wrist, which Sandra claimed 
happened when Lily had lunged for a vase. What kind of 
mother was she to let it slide? She had a stack of taunting, 
unpaid bills on the mantle, a pathetic credit score, boots 
with holes she’d duct-taped to keep the rain out. Sandra 
was free day care; nothing she could refuse.

Barb and Arjeane drank vodka cranberries, looked 
around the bar.

 “That guy’s staring,” Barb said. “You should smile at 
him.”

“For what?” Arjeane said.
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F I C T I O N

CALORIES
DAVID LU

There are seventy calories in an earthworm. 
Digging for five minutes in the cold ground with 
unprotected hands expends nineteen of these life-
sustaining units. This is a sound investment strategy; each 
exchange nets fifty-one calories of profit. A moderate 
return at minimal risk to himself. Forty such transactions 
will yield his recommended daily quota of two thousand 
calories, plus a small bonus for incidentals.

It is algebraic in its simplicity—no different than 
calculating rates of return, really. Numbers in, numbers 
out. Numbers don’t lie. Their expressions are simple to 
read, unlike people’s faces. Dig, grasp, pull, drop. For each 
of the writhing forms he places in his repurposed tin can, 
he makes a mark in the dirt. It takes him three hours and 
twenty minutes to complete this assignment, but time is 
the one commodity he possesses in surplus.

The truth is, digging for worms is all he qualifies for 
at the moment, but we all have to start somewhere. All 
the case studies detailed to him throughout his schooling 
followed the same general story of some eager go-getter, 
young and hungry, working his way up from the mailroom 
to the boardroom. All you need is determination.

He has determined that rabbits represent an unsound 
investment. Too much expenditure for too little return (517 
calories gross, with variable expenses depending on method 
of retrieval). Even supposing you could land one with a 
sling or a snare (neither of which he has received training 
to operate), you run the risk of someone else stealing your 
work and claiming the credit. Deer require more skill and 

resources than he possesses. Snakes and turtles and other 
animals that do not have the ability to outpace him appear 
too infrequently. Insects provide great nutritional value, yet 
gathering them in sufficient quantities to meet his demand 
proves too costly. Earthworms offer the safest and most 
consistent returns. The T-bills of the wild.

He completes his ledger just in time for lunch. He 
double and then triple-checks his figures before refilling 
the hole, covering up several half-exposed leads for another 
day. He smooths over the soil, insuring his worms against 
future losses, and clears the neat row of hash marks that 
charted his performance.

He whips around and spends two calories throwing 
a fistful of rocks at the stray mutt who has taken to 
evaluating his daily job performance. Part shepherd, part 
retriever, and something else he can’t quite place, its large 
frame is gifted with the efficiency of form that makes it 
more suited to this environment than he, yet it still insists 
on begging from him.

His vision has started to go; he misses his target by 
several feet, but it gets the message. There are no free 
lunches. He will not be swindled out of his rightful 
earnings. The dog ambles off to speculate elsewhere.

He places each foot down precisely in the same spot as 
the day before. Two hundred ninety-eight steps and twenty-
one calories later, he arrives at the creek. Right on time.

Easing himself onto his stomach, he creeps over to the 
water’s edge. He will expend fewer calories while prone. 
The sunken, yellowed eyes of his ref lection greet him from 
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the surface of the glassy water. It adjusts the knot on its 
frayed necktie and raises a hand to its head. It’s been 217 
days since his last haircut. Number four on top, two on 
the back and sides, every third Saturday. Appearance is 
everything in this business.

He practices facial expressions with his ref lection, 
going through the entire range yet feeling nothing but the 
cold ground beneath him. It sticks its tongue out at him as 
he probes a loose tooth. It’s been even longer since his last 
checkup.

He vanquishes the imposter with his dented can and 
rinses out his lunch, careful to keep a firm hand over the 
opening, lest the worms escape or any lingering fish take 
note. A 215 calorie trout would give a three-to-one return 
for each worm, but the fish have already made their run 
for the season and are less inclined to make poor decisions 
in their attempts to procreate. It isn’t worth the risk at this 
particular juncture. He stays with the safe money.

While the worms work to expel the remaining soil in 
their systems, he drinks his recommended eight glasses of 

PAINTING BY THIBAULT DAUMAIN
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MY SECONDHAND LONELY BY ZOË GADEGBEKU
INTRODUCTION BY JERALD WALKER

I selected “My Secondhand Lonely” for this honor because it has all the qualities of 
personal essays I most admire: striking intelligence, precision and beauty of language, the 
ability to have the author’s life serve as both the specific subject of the reader’s attention 
and a conduit to the core of our shared humanity. Above all, I admire essays that bear, 
with dignity and grace, a near-crushing weight of honesty. 

In the introduction to his seminal anthology, The Art of the Personal Essay, Phillip 
Lopate writes, “The struggle for honesty is central to the ethos of the personal essay . . . 
So often the ‘plot’ of a personal essay, its drama, its suspense, consists in watching how far 
the essayist can drop past his or her psychic defenses toward deeper levels of honesty.” I 
have read few student essays that master this ethos as well as Zoë Gadegbeku’s. It opens 
with the confession of a falsehood, one that has been perpetrated on her and that she has 
perpetrated on others: black women are emotionally indestructible. The ending, then, 
is presented at the beginning, Gadegbeku’s deepest level of honesty laid bare so that 
the essay’s “plot” moves back through time until the circle has been closed. En route, 
Gadegbeku undertakes a careful examination of her heartache and the pressures that have 
all but brought her to her breaking point. It’s a solo journey, primarily, but it occasionally 
broadens to become communal, drawing parallels between her life and the lives of other 
black women, including literary characters, radio personalities, television actresses, 
friends, and family, none more important than her mother—save potentially one: “I’m 
throwing away these secondhand burdens to avoid handing them to the daughter I may 
have in the future,” Gadegbeku asserts. “I don’t want her to think it’s her duty to hold 
the fractured pieces of herself together long enough to fool others into thinking that 
her strength is unmatched.” There is a touch of irony in this, of course, because if the 
strength required to confront these burdens with the honesty contained in this essay isn’t 
unmatched, I don’t know what is. 

   —Jerald Walker

MY  
SECONDHAND 

LONELY
ZOË GADEGBEKU

EMERGING VOICES 
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N O N F I C T I O N

MY  
SECONDHAND 

LONELY
ZOË GADEGBEKU

If it’s a Sunday, my mother is probably tucked 
into her bed, the stillness of the time between rest and 
the week’s unrelenting pace hanging heavy in the air, 
late afternoon light filtering through the half-drawn 
lavender curtains. She is probably reading, or maybe 
dozing and waking to the sounds of frantic sirens from 
the latest crime drama she has been engrossed in. The 
next morning, she will collect herself into the polished 
package she presents at work, just enough foundation to 
accentuate her cheekbones, dressed in a black suit with 
thin white pinstripes, her silver jewelry angular and 
slightly threatening like the point of her chin, eyes glaring 
above her glasses frames as if to say, “Don’t try me.” She 
has spent years building and defending her independence, 
interrupting a supposedly comfortable solitude only 
occasionally with relationships with men who eventually 
show themselves to be unworthy of her time. Still, her 
single motherhood never looks tragic to me, in spite of 
backhanded compliments that are supposed to affirm 
her strength: “Ah, in fact! You Mama Essie, you’re not 
a woman, ooh! You’re a man! Look at all the things you 
have done!” Working twelve-hour days, giving her family 
stern, frills-free advice, laughing with such unrestraint that 

it’s almost possible to see the fillings in her molars, she is 
single-minded in her mission to be excellent in every way. I 
can’t quite remember the exact moment she started to say, 
“Dzifa, I just want you to be happy. I don’t want you to end 
up like me.” 

It may have been after I left home to go to college, 
after she began measuring my absence in the number of 
weekends she spends alone or how long it has been since 
I last called, but it is always distressing to hear, and I 
never let her continue long enough to give an explanation 
for this lament. I snap at her, “Why would you say that? 
Don’t talk like that!” Most of the time she sighs, or repeats 
in a resigned near-whisper, “I just want you to be happy, 
that’s all.” I’m only now growing to understand why 
being like her is supposedly an undesirable state in which 
to “end up.” She has spent a whole lifetime disguising 
profound loneliness as self-sufficiency, and I have been her 
unknowing apprentice. 

« . »

I’ve been engaged in the slow, careful process of 
constructing my own solitary fortress for the past five 
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SLICE 
ISSUE 20

You’ve probably heard this before, but when it comes to crafting a successful story, you 
have to have a good opening line. And for it to be a truly successful tale, you have to have 
backup for that opening line.

The first requirement is maybe not so hard. The second is . . . a tall order. Unless 
you’re Jade Chang, that is, and your opening line is “Charles Wang was mad at America,” 
and the rest of The Wangs vs. the World is the novel that backs it up.

The Wangs is an immigrant novel, but it’s also an American novel. It’s a story about 
achieving tremendous prosperity, and one about plummeting down to beneath the level of 
your average workaday schlump—except, of course, that none of the Wangs are ever, ever 
schlumpy. It’s a little bit coming-of-age, a little bit retrospective, a smidge of love story, 
and a fair bit of road trip. The family car even has her own chapter.

And even though the characters can feel a little larger-than-life, they’re also 
relatable. You want Saina to find love. You want Andrew to realize that stand-up comedy 
might not be for him. You want Grace to be taken seriously. And you want Charles, 
stubborn and angry and impossible as he may be, to be successful again.

I corresponded with Jade along with her agent, Marc Gerald of United Talent 
Agency, as well as her editor at Houghton Miff lin Harcourt (HMH), Helen Atsma. 
They were kind enough to answer a few questions about what happened to turn Charles 
Wang, the voice in Jade’s creative mind, into Charles Wang, the character on the pages of 
a published book. 

LIZ MATHEWS

BEHIND THE 
BOOK DEAL
A DISCUSSION WITH 

JADE CHANG, MARC GERALD &  
HELEN ATSMA 
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All the characters in The Wangs vs. the World are jump-
off-the-page vibrant, including the ones who get less 
focus. Which character spoke to you first? Was there a 
voice that took up residence in your mind and wouldn’t 
leave until you wrote the novel?

JC  Definitely Charles, the patriarch of the Wang 
family. The first sentence of the book, “Charles 

Wang was mad at America,” came to me, and I immedi-
ately knew who he was—I knew that he was brash and 
angry and funny, that he was larger-than-life and unapolo-
getic about his desires. I wrote the first chapter, which is 
essentially a setup of the novel in the form of an internal 
rant from his point of view, pretty much all in one go, and 
the momentum of his voice carried me through the outline 
of the book.

Where did the title come from? Did everyone come to an 
immediate consensus?

MG  All Jade.

HA  It was submitted with this title, and there was 
never a question at HMH about changing it. 

It’s a fabulous title.

JC  It was sort of the logline to my book—I think it 
was one of the first notes that I wrote down, and 

then one day early on, it suddenly hit me that of course it 
should be the title.

Why did you choose makeup as the foundation of 
Charles’s empire?

JC  I was working as an editor at a luxury magazine 
when I first starting thinking about the Wangs. 

One of my jobs there was to manage the beauty pages, and 
as a result I was sent a lot of makeup and skincare products 
(making my friends very happy). I also had the opportunity 
to speak to some cosmetics manufacturers. It was inter-
esting to see the back end of an industry that trades on 
glamour, and it seemed like a good way to talk about how 
the beautiful and the grotesque are endlessly entwined.

Have you written a lot of fiction, or is The Wangs truly a 
debut experience for you? And is it hard to shift between 
journalism and fiction?

JC  I didn’t get an MFA, but I did take several 
fiction workshops in college and tried to write 

short stories. But I never truly enjoyed writing fiction until 
I started writing a novel. The Wangs is my first piece of 
fiction that will be published. It wasn’t hard to shift from 
journalism to fiction, but I definitely had to make a choice 
between the two. I kept supporting myself as a journal-
ist, but I had to make a decision not to pursue serious, 
long-form journalism, and to try fiction instead. There are 
people out there with much more mental stamina who can 
do both, but I found it too difficult.

Although the writing world is not new to you, did anything 
surprise you about the process of publishing a novel?

JC  I was very lucky to have worked at Goodreads for 
a couple of years before I sold The Wangs, so I had 

a pretty good idea of the process. I’d say that I was pleasantly 
surprised, more than anything else. For example, I was very 
happy that my publisher really listened to my feedback on 
the book cover—which I love—because I’ve definitely heard 
sad stories about authors who ended up hating their covers.

The first sentence of the book, 
“Charles Wang was mad at 
America,” came to me, and I 
immediately knew who he was—I 
knew that he was brash and angry 
and funny, that he was larger-
than-life and unapologetic about 
his desires.

— JADE CHANG
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F I C T I O N

WILDFIRES
KEIJA PARSSINEN

Oklahoma was full of a violence Lydia hadn’t 
expected. They arrived from Chicago in early summer to a 
treeless blacktop city, the sun high-noon wicked even as it 
fell below the horizon, the wind off the prairie so forceful 
that it slid Lydia around the downtown sidewalks like a 
chess piece. 

“The only thing Oklahoma is good for,” she 
complained to Joe, “is drying laundry.”

At least the house was beautiful. Joe had not 
exaggerated when he described it, the rambling place his 
grandmother had willed to him a few years back. He had 
only thought to live in it after they had had to liquidate 
a large chunk of their retirement in order to pay back an 
advance on a book Lydia had failed to deliver. Joe got 
a transfer to his company’s Southwest branch, and they 
moved within the year.

The house, a three-story American Foursquare 
surrounded by old oil mansions, had a serious laundry-
drying contraption set up in the backyard. In that first 
week, while Joe was at work and Kate at daycare, Lydia 
unpacked boxes of the family’s clothes and washed them, 
then walked barefoot through the grass to pin the clean 
laundry to the taut lines. For the thirty minutes it took, she 
felt wholesome, even good. 

When she was finished, she returned to the house, 
climbed the grand staircase, put her pajamas back on, and 
slept an overheated, sticky sleep until she had to pick up 
Kate at four o’clock. She blamed the heat, the wind, the 
constant churn of traffic on Twenty-First Street, where 

horns blared and the summer sun f lashed off windshields 
as if in warning. 

Because of this heavy napping, Lydia often found 
herself awake nights. Sometimes Joe whimpered in his 
sleep. When that happened, Lydia climbed out of bed and 
walked to the bathroom, where she opened the medicine 
cabinet and examined their pills. Already, she had searched 
the web to find out what would happen if she took all of 
them at once. The consensus was that she would probably 
die, though there was no guarantee. The anonymous 
online people who wanted to help her kill herself talked 
about suicide as if it were a product to be rated: pills, 2.54 
stars; opening a vein, 3.72 stars; bullet to the brain, 4.87 
stars.

Lately, though, Lydia was so tired and achy that even 
thinking about the single action that would deliver her 
to eternal rest was too much. She knew she should see 
a doctor, but the one time she had dialed a GP’s office, 
she burst into tears when the secretary told her the next 
available appointment was in two months. 

“I need help,” she had blubbered.
“I’m sorry, ma’am,” the secretary said.
So Lydia had gone back to sleep.

« . »

 In the family’s second week in Oklahoma, a 
funnel cloud touched down ten miles north of the 
house, killing two people, splitting a casino in half, and 
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WILdFIRES
KEIJA PARSSINEN

forcing Lydia, Joe, and Kate into the basement while the 
tornado sirens wailed. The basement had been converted 
into a living space, and the three of them crouched in 
the oversized soaking tub. After a few minutes, the 
sirens quieted and Lydia could hear the sounds of the 
neighborhood again: barking dogs, the rumble of SUV 
engines. Joe detached himself from her and exited the tub. 

“I guess it’s over,” he said, smoothing his wrinkled 
khakis. 

“Are we safe?” Kate asked. 
“Yeah, honey,” Joe said. “Everything’s fine.” 
Lydia gave Kate a squeeze and kissed the back of her 

head, but it wasn’t long before Kate wiggled free of her 
arms and clambered out of the tub, following Joe back 
upstairs. Kate was four years old, and Lydia was astonished 
by her bigness. Before becoming a parent, Lydia had not 
known how quickly a child shakes herself free of parental 
fetters. She’d once read a study that showed men typically 
waited to cheat until their children were at least two years 
old, the child’s survival ensured by that point. It seemed 
embarrassing to Lydia that the soulful decision to have a 
child should be exposed as mere biological imperative. 

Yet her own story did nothing to prove human 
experience existed beyond the biological. Kate was three 
when Lydia first slept with Graeme. It shamed her, 
watching her daughter now, to remember that for several 
weeks last summer, Lydia had wanted to abandon her 
family and take up with a British conflict journalist. How 
to explain to anyone that it had seemed like the only choice 
at the time, with joy dangled before her in the form of a 
tall, ruddy man with a three-days’ beard and an easy laugh, 
a man who had lived the last two years in Libya because 
he felt someone had to bear witness, and who, for reasons 
beyond Lydia’s comprehension, had fallen in love with 
her.  

Now Lydia hovered in the tub, listening to the ceiling 
creak with her family’s movements. She felt tears gathering 
in her throat. She would never admit this, not even to Joe, 
but Kate scared her sometimes. Because the girl would 
never again be as whole or as happy as she was then, in 
those sweet-cream childhood years. And because Lydia 
was afraid of what she might say to her daughter one day, 
and how she would fail her: you can live destructively and feel 

alive; or you can accept a quiet house on a quiet street, babies, a 
job, the whole bourgeois kit and caboodle, and at night you will 
dream of slitting your wrists.  

Joe didn’t accept Lydia’s version of their life, though. 
Even if someone’s miserable, they don’t do what you did, he 
said. That is the only reason to do what I did, she wanted 
to reply, but caught herself. Infidelity was still the ultimate 
marital crime, worse than years of marital frigidity.

As wrong as she felt that assumption to be, she lacked 
the conviction to defend herself. 

Joe shouted from the top of the stairs: “You planning to 
join us?” 

Reluctantly, Lydia climbed out of the tub. 

« . »

Graeme was at the retreat to finish a piece for 
the New Yorker about Libya’s slide into anarchy since 
Qaddafi’s fall, while Lydia intended to finish a short story 
collection, her third, which had been under contract for 
three years. Kate’s birth had derailed her, and the publisher 
had recently threatened to take back the advance if she 
didn’t deliver. She hoped six weeks in France, away from 
the simian chirpings of Curious George and the endless 
washing of sippy cups, might make room for creative 
thought—any thought, really. 

Graeme was a large man who wore his shirts too 
tight so that they gapped between buttons. It was not 
a conscious choice to show off musculature, as she had 
surmised on first meeting him in the farmhouse kitchen, 
but the result of carelessness. He kept his longish hair 
pulled back in a bushy ponytail and was perpetually 
sunburned. When she offered her SPF 50 to him one 
afternoon, he had said, “Being a sunburned Englishman 
is like being a drunken Irishman. It’s my birthright.” The 
other resident artists gravitated toward him, because he 
made them feel clever, and because the mood around him 
was festive. 

It had surprised Lydia, then, how quiet he was in bed 
with her. He gripped her hips tightly as she moved on top 
of him, holding her gaze until she became embarrassed 
and had to look away or bury her face in his neck. Strange 
that merely by sleeping with someone, you felt ownership 




