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T

he title of Robert
Edison Sandiford’s

short story collection,
Fairﬁeld: The Last Sad Stories
of G. Brandon Sisnett, plays a
number of tricks. It introduces
the central conceit of the
collection: the stories are presented as a manuscript written by
a reclusive ﬁgure named G. Brandon Sisnett, who devoted his
life to writing speculative ﬁction and political science. As
readers are informed in a ﬁctional foreword, it is only after
Sisnett dies in isolation that the stories are discovered, and
eventually published. The title also raises the spectral and
ambiguous name Fairﬁeld, a noun used in the stories to
describe “city, state of mind, person, or idea,” and which
reappears in these varying guises throughout the collection.
But perhaps most importantly, the title wields either the promise
or threat of stories imbued with sadness.
http://mtlreviewofbooks.ca/v4/reviews/fairﬁeld/
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Yet, while this collection of thirteen brief stories is many things,
sad never quite seems to be the right adjective. This assertion
might seem surprising considering that, as the foreword

states, one of the “true links between all the stories … is their
preoccupation with death.”

I spoke with Robert Edison Sandiford and asked about his
inspiration for the collection – the latest contribution to a career
that has spanned ﬁction, graphic novels, journalism, and
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teaching. He cited issues of mortality and loss, explaining how
he began writing the stories prompted by reﬂections on
“death, how different people and different cultures handle
death.” His young daughter and his own experience of aging
deepened these questions, prompting him to think about old,
or at least older … [noticing that] things change, your body
changes … [there is] this relentless kind of process.”

While the collection grapples
continuously with the presence and
possibility of death, it also reminds
us that dying is inseparable from
living.
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As the stories emerged from these themes, the
idiosyncratic structure came later, at the moment when,
Sandiford recalls, “the stories started to ask, ‘How do we hang
together?’” This question is a good illustration of how Sandiford
speaks about his writing: meditatively, often punctuating his
thoughts with rhetorical questions, more interested in musing
and exploring than offering deﬁnitive statements. This question
is also an important one; the stories in this collection are
diverse and even disparate. Some plotlines include vignettes
that draw their power from the subtlety with which they render
seemingly unremarkable encounters: in “They Build Houses
http://mtlreviewofbooks.ca/v4/reviews/fairﬁeld/
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features.
Sandiford also cites the ability to imbue his stories with a

strong sense of place as one of his major goals as a writer. The
stories in Fairﬁeld move deftly from Montreal to Las Vegas and
Barbados, punctuated throughout by memories of the places
where characters have been, or imagine themselves, as well
as the places where they are. His own history is divided

between Barbados and Canada, and we spoke while he was
in Montreal for a brief visit. The issue of how place shapes
experience and a sense of self is clearly a central question for

him; I notice again and again a real desire to do justice to, and
honour, the places he discusses.
There is a similar diversity to the style: when a story is narrated
in the ﬁrst person, or closely mirrors a particular point of view,
Sandiford readily cultivates vivid voice and persona. This
includes the careful use of dialect in “Thick ’n’ Thin” to capture
the nuances and rhythms of spoken language. Perhaps
unsurprisingly, when asked about his earliest memories of
writing creatively, Sandiford recalls oral composition: “I
remember walking home from school, coming up with stories,
or the plots of stories.” He further roots his understanding of
the creative process in notions of intimacy created through
orality: “I remember my sister leaning in and asking, ‘Do you
want to hear a secret? Do you want to hear a story?’”

The warmth of this intimacy is conveyed even at times of
stylistic risk, such as in the challenging “Mobbed, By the
BBC,” which is constructed from two overlapping sets of
fragments, with the broken and ragged sentences mirroring
the violence depicted in the plot. Despite the range of tones,
places, and styles, the collection, unlike some other volumes
of short ﬁction, stands up well to continuous reading, not
demanding that each story be encountered as a discrete unit.
While the collection grapples continuously with the presence
and possibility of death, it also reminds us that dying is
inseparable from living. Moreover, it suggests the hidden
http://mtlreviewofbooks.ca/v4/reviews/fairﬁeld/
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selves that can emerge at the time of death, when the public
surface of one’s life falls away. Sandiford explains that by
presenting the collection through the framework of an author

who was best known during his lifetime for producing nonﬁctional work, he wanted to explore the question of “which is
more true? Which is more powerful? … The [work] people

know about [or] the secret work we do, and the secret lives we
lead?” “Work,” he continues, “might be very good and yet be
unknown … there is the driving question of what people
consider important. What is it that really matters to us?”

If, as the stories in the collection suggest again and again, we
can never know the people around us in their entirety, then
perhaps the question of what matters most can only be
answered in full at the end of one’s life. Even here there is
mediation and the possibility of loss. The foreword states that
the thirteen stories presented in the collection are only a
fragment of a total of thirty-two recovered at the time of
Sisnett’s death. What is present is haunted also by what is not

there. But what can be recovered, as those thirteen stories
attest, is by turns tender, unﬂinching, and illuminating. Amid
the detritus of lives, ﬁnished or still in progress, there are
always stories, and if they are at times sad, they are also all we
have.
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Danielle Barkley holds a PhD from the Department of English at
McGill University and teaches topics including writing, rhetoric, and
critical analysis.
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