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Foreword

IT’S NO SECRET that the stories in The Best American Short Stories 2021 were first published in the year 2020. Some were likely written before then. 2020 was more beast than year. In early spring the rapid spread of coronavirus upended daily life, and the majority of the world found itself hunkered down at home. A new language sprang up: “flatten the curve,” “social distancing,” “self-isolation,” “bubble,” “herd immunity.” People watched in horror as the number of cases and, tragically, deaths spiked higher. There were runs on toilet paper, hand sanitizer, Clorox wipes. People subscribed to Zoom, became bakers of sourdough bread, cut their own hair or grew it long, oversaw homeschooling, dabbled in armchair epidemiology. People ordered groceries online and disinfected each item before eventually learning that the air was the enemy (the air, of all things). Too late, people donned face masks when they had to come in contact with others outside their “bubble.”

I am not someone who flourished in 2020. To be honest, reading large amounts of short fiction during a pandemic proved challenging for me. Doing large amounts of anything productive was difficult. However, I did master worrying, doomscrolling, snacking, wasting time, going for long walks, and the art of cocktail mixing.

For a story to resonate with me, it had to feel urgent during a time when even going to the post office held real danger. A story had to ring loudly with some kind of deeply necessary truth or humor or wisdom.

As the planet did battle with the enemy, we as humanity became more of a “we.” Scientists working continents apart shared invaluable data. Biotech firms joined together to create vaccines that are now rolling out at a stunning pace, at least in this country. (I write this in April 2021. May the situation change and the inequity of vaccine access plummet by the time you read this book.) Technology enabled us to communicate with sick loved ones isolated in hospital rooms or in care facilities, a cruel mercy. Newspapers waived subscription fees so that more people could stay updated about the constantly unfolding crisis. Friends and family gathered virtually. I myself had a novel out in August and did a virtual book tour, an odd and oddly intimate experience. There I sat in my attic office, my readers in their own homes but also inches from my face. Outside, the world was quiet and nervous. Our fragility and vulnerability became inescapable. Fear is a uniting force, and I have never felt the world so united.

And yet I have never felt this country so divided. The face mask became a badge of one’s belief system: protect oneself and others nearby and wear a mask, or espouse a certain level of “personal freedom” and go without. In 2020 it became even clearer how unequal this “we” always was and continued to be. A disproportionate number of people of color grew sick and died. Workers lost their jobs and got evicted at a frightening rate. Women left their jobs in droves to stay home and tend children, who were mostly forced to attend school online. The vulnerable remained who they always were and were punished, and it was infuriating.

In her introduction, this year’s guest editor, Jesmyn Ward, eloquently describes the pervasive seasickness of this past year. Ward chose a wondrous mix of stories. They carry certain marks of their time, if not of the pandemic specifically. We live in a moment rife with the global threats of nationalist extremism, climate change, racism, economic inequality. It is an anxious moment, and the anxiety is unlikely to substantially abate anytime soon. In these pages are pleading attempts to be heard and seen (Eloghosa Osunde’s queer narrator states, “I will insist on my space”) as well as desperate incantations against being erased, extraordinary moments of reimagination, inventive tales of escape. One look at the titles alone­—with words like miracle, escape, paradise, and last days— reveals a steady gaze upward and outward.

In many of these stories, characters pass along crucial knowledge to younger generations. Brandon Hobson’s narrator, an indigenous grandfather, writes to his grandchildren: “You must know the history of removal, and this is my own history.” Nicole Krauss begins her piece: “We were European Jews, even in America, which is to say that catastrophic things had happened, and might happen again.” The reluctant inheritance of another’s pain is a common theme here. Rita Chang-Eppig’s young character begins to bleed from her face on hearing about Saint Francis: “I was listening to the story . . . and I was overcome by compassion for him, so I started crying. I didn’t even realize.” Jamil Jan Kochai’s narrator is the teenage son of an Afghan immigrant struggling with PTSD after being tortured in the Soviet war: “He is about to tell you a story that is either upsetting or horrifying or both, which isn’t fair, because you are a son and not a therapist.” An eighth-grade biology teacher issues kind warnings to a misfit student in Kevin Wilson’s story: “If you give people something easy, they’ll take it,” he tells the boy, and years later the man’s death is unspeakably devastating.

Some of these characters seek safe haven, even if only in their minds. Jenzo DuQue’s young Colombian boys “had imagination. For every intersection we could not cross, another was invented . . . a portal to another world.” Gabriel Bump’s protagonist, who has “ambiguous brown skin,” confesses, “There’s my power glowing in the abyss, protected by Paleolithic megasharks.” Security and freedom are always elsewhere for these characters.

Somehow, in some way, characters unearth hope in all its forms. I will not spoil Tracey Rose Peyton’s moving story about the end of Rodney King’s life, but I will tell you this: the ending will change you. In David Means’s innovative “Clementine, Carmelita, Dog,” the new seasons bring new sensations, and the world of animals comes to life in cycles that are heartbreakingly drawn.

Here are new but fully developed, confident writers such as Vanessa Cuti, Jane Pek, Christa Romanosky, Shanteka Sigers, Stephanie Soileau, and Madhuri Vijay. Here are newly minted and established masters like Brandon Hobson, Yxta Maya Murray, George Saunders, Bryan Washington, and C Pam Zhang. These stories gave me the chance to align my own anxious, isolated heart with others. More than once I could feel these stories in my body. My breath caught, my pulse sped. They bowled me over with their beauty, authenticity, imagination, and strength. I’m grateful to have been able to help gather these important voices in one place, especially during such a troubled time. And I’m thrilled to offer them to you.

The stories chosen for this anthology were originally published between January 2020 and January 2021. The qualifications for selection are (1) original publication in nationally distributed American or Canadian periodicals; (2) publication in English by writers who have made the United States or Canada their home; (3) original publication as short stories (excerpts of novels are not considered). A list of magazines consulted for this volume appears at the back of the book. Editors who wish their short fiction to be considered for next year’s edition should send their publications or hard copies of online publications to Heidi Pitlor, c/o The Best American Short Stories, P.O. Box 60, Natick, MA 01760, or files as attachments to thebesta​mericansho​rtstories@​gmail​.com.

HEIDI PITLOR

Introduction

THE LAST YEAR bewildered many of us. The institutions we believed would protect us faltered, one after another. Casual cruelty, callousness, and gross ignorance became barely remarkable. Hundreds of thousands of Americans died in the COVID pandemic, so many of them brown and black and poor. We who were left were unmoored by this storm: our world shaken, seared by wind and rain, tossed by grief in a sea of loss. This year set the ships of our lives adrift, and the pandemic isolated us from one another, so that we spun and listed alone. The world we knew changed irrevocably, and in the midst of the storm that has upended us, it is nearly impossible to chart the new world that is. So many of us lost so much in the past year. We lost people we loved: we lost their slow smiles, their particular, musical laughter, their insightful questions, their silly jokes, their watchful eyes. The boats of our days capsized, and the sea of loss vomited up flotsam and debris, which we clung to so that we might believe, for a moment, that we were not alone, and that we might survive this.

That which sustained us, the rafts we depended on to keep us from sinking into the watery depths of our loss, was narrative. At the beginning of the pandemic, some of us watched Tiger King, half horrified, half gleeful, and wholly entertained by captive cats and terrible men. We read Brit Bennett’s The Vanishing Half and marveled at women bent on the impossible task of escaping race and gender in America. Millions of us watched Bridgerton, relieved to find ourselves in a pastel-limned romance, sweet and shallow, swept into a story of people finding companionship and passion and healing in one another, through love. We read One Story and Zoetrope and The Paris Review and The New Yorker and McSweeney’s, and we lingered on the short stories therein, read them once, and then, when we couldn’t stop thinking about the characters and the worlds they existed in, we read them again. Throughout this terrible pandemic year, this year of low after low, we clung to story. Story sustained us, and we gripped the planks of narrative so that in the immersion into story, we might have togetherness and hope and drama and laughter and beauty, might revel in all that binds us together as human. This is what kept us afloat on the sea of grief.

When I was a child, my grandmother Dorothy was the first person who taught me something of the power of narrative. She was a natural-born storyteller. She taught me that stories could shore us up, lead us to unexpected revelations, enable survival and beauty all at once. At family gatherings, at birthday parties and Fourth of July cookouts and Christmas Eve celebrations, my grandmother told stories. She was good at it: she set the scene, detailed characteristics, embodied characters, switched voices for dialogue. Once she told me the story of my great-great-grandfather’s death. He was out in the piney Mississippi woods before his moonshine still, which was set up in the shadows of the trees: the still was hot, singeing the moss and earth. Pine straw crunched beneath my great-great-grandfather’s feet when he heard, carrying high through the tops of the branches, the whistles and shouts of the revenue agents, searching for stills. His lookout, my great-grandfather Harry, hadn’t yelled an alarm, hadn’t let my great-great-grandfather know that men were searching for him. The revenue agents, sweaty at the neck, faces glazed with the hunt, smiles set in rictuses of pleasure, shot my great-great-grandfather, who ran, who tried to hide in the shadows of the forest. Those revenue men would not have looked at my great-great-grandfather and seen the man who built a one-room schoolhouse to educate black children in 1940. They would not have seen the man who owned acres of land, granted them in perpetuity, a man who was determined to parcel out all he had to his children so that they might own some piece of this red-sanded, green-fringed, singing earth when he was gone. They would not have known he could read the weather in the clouds, tell the future in a flight of birds. The revenue agents would have looked at my great-great-grandfather and seen this: a short colored man with skin of river sand and black, almond eyes who was breaking their law.

“Daddy was looking for Mama,” my grandmother Dorothy said, a crooked grin on her face, a strange smile punctuating this terrible story. “That’s why he didn’t call out in time.” I was surprised at this turn, even as a child, ready as I was to settle into the sorrow of my great-great-grandfather bleeding, breathing cold while crows rustled and cawed in the leafy wisps of the branches. It was only when I was older and had spent years thinking about storytelling and stories, trying and failing and trying again to write good stories, that I understood this strange ending. I realized that with the telling of our family stories, my grandmother Dorothy had taught me so much about fiction, about what I valued in novels and short stories. How I wanted a story to be bracing, disorienting, and immersive. How I wanted it to grip me like the sea, pulling and pushing brine and bubbles up my nose, down my throat, leaving the taste of salt on my tongue. How I wanted it to scour me clean so that I forgot myself in the embrace of the wave, of the story.

My grandmother Dorothy taught me that narrative could be a different kind of sea—not the sea of loss, of grieving, but instead a life-giving, life-affirming ocean. Her stories made me value this: language that evokes and renders sharply and beautifully even as it confounds. Tales that surprise and subvert the reader’s expectations. Fiction so well told that it subsumes a reader’s awareness to the world of the story. When my grandmother Dorothy told me about her father’s failed lookout, I understood that her shift in focus to my great-grandfather Harry wasn’t rueful, and it wasn’t darkly comic. Instead, my grandmother Dorothy was leading me to the image of the man, the emotion of the man, the heart of the story underneath; she led me to that ending so I could see my great-grandfather Harry, lean and light, wearing pants patched at the knees, feeling a rash of hornets in his chest rising up, panic and sorrow, as he found my great-great-grandfather, silent and still now, and thought about his future wife, my great-grandmother, Mary, short and broad-faced; how in that moment he could see her sure, blunt-fingered hands, and how he felt a smudge of the pain she would feel when he told her about her father, her silenced father.

I tried for years to apply my grandmother’s lessons about what makes a good story to my own fiction. I failed. My first attempts at short stories were meandering long scenes. Maudlin characters never spoke; instead they stared pensively at swaying trees and wetland grass. There was never more than one character in them, so there was never cause for dialogue. The characters never even spoke to themselves. They sulked under willow trees or drove cars over bayous and thought deep thoughts. These early forays into fiction were objectively terrible. After much trying and failing, I wrote one good story about a trucker on a long-distance cattle haul, inspired by one of my neighbors in DeLisle, and then I wrote ten bad stories. Even after years of writing fiction, of finally finding my way to novel writing, a form that seems a little less restrictive and more forgiving, I still struggle with writing short stories. Writing a good piece of short fiction is difficult. This is one of the reasons that it has been such an honor to read for this collection, to see what mavericks of the form are creating, how even during pandemic and pandemonium, they are creating art that we will return to again and again, beyond this year and into the future.

I brought my need for narrative to sustain me, to keep me afloat in this year of insurrection and alternative truths, of rampant illness and death, to this endeavor of choosing this year’s best American short stories. I read, and I held my grandmother’s lessons about what makes for good story close to me. There were so many good short fiction pieces to choose from, stories peopled by compelling characters, rich with startling language, stories of intricate present worlds and riveting tensions. These were stories so good I almost felt the presence of the authors in the room with me, murmuring, and once I was done, the writers and their characters remained.

The first story I read from this strange year was “Clementine, Carmelita, Dog,” by David Means. In this story Means allows us to inhabit the world of a dog who wanders through the lives of humans, humans who are struggling with loss, adrift in their own storm-tossed seas of grief. The dog binds them in her singular experience, and in doing so allows us to see something of ourselves in her and in her humans. The more I read, the more I encountered stories that shocked me out of my own experience and completely immersed me in another. In “The Last Days of Rodney,” by Tracey Rose Peyton, I found myself living with Rodney King, an exhausted and tender man, bound by his own history and trauma, as he approaches death. In “In This Sort of World, the Asshole Wins,” by Christa Romanovsky, I hustled and hallucinated with a woman struggling with the weight of the world, with her own powerlessness, her own resolve, her own substance abuse. This immersion in other people through short stories fed something in me; it sated a very human need to sink into another’s reality, to inhabit another’s experience, and in doing so to understand my own little world, my own wandering, bewildered self a bit better. In these stories I experienced companionship and communion in words. When I read their last lines, when I ascended out of their worlds, I could breathe a little easier in my own skin, my own life, because I knew kinship.

I read more, and I encountered stories that twisted the realities of the worlds the characters inhabited, that turned surreal and beautiful all at once; these stories drew me into difference. In “To Buffalo Eastward,” by Gabriel Bump, a man driven by heartbreak and loss careens through a nonsensical, charged landscape, drinking and doing drugs with strangers, sneaking into office buildings; the whole time he is searching for something to ease his loss. In “Playing Metal Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain,” by Jamil Jan Kochai, a boy plays a military video game set in the Middle East; the game expands, turns surreal, and he enters the world of the game to save his uncle, to save his father, and in some ways to save himself. In “Our Children,” by Vanessa Cuti, a mother divorces and remarries, and on a camping trip that she takes with her family, she decides to abandon her children and her stepchildren to the woods: she leaves them, and the world that she inhabits when she drives away from them is dangerously alluring, terrible, and distorted. These stories, which take place on the labyrinthine roads and office parks of America, in the solitary rooms of the pandemic, rooms lit by the blue glow of virtual space, and then in the suburbs and wilderness of this country, all provided me with maps to different realities, different ways of being. In each of these stories a transformation of place occurs, and reality changes from familiar to menacing, from known to unknown. These changes mirrored the world I lived in during the past year, and while disorienting, these stories, these surreal transformations of world and circumstance and character, made me feel less lonely.

In my reading, I found compelling stories that not only transported me to surreal realities but also moved me through time. In “Portrait of Two Young Ladies in White and Green Robes (Unidentified Artist, circa Sixteenth Century),” by Jane Pek, one immortal being speaks to another who gave up her immortality, and in speaking to her beloved’s ghost, this immortal sends a missive over the centuries, which becomes a testament to the undying nature of love. In “Love Letter,” by George Saunders, a grandfather in a dystopian future (a future that seems to be a speculative outcome of our own terrible, post–January 6 insurrection present) writes to his grandson in an attempt to give him some advice, some words that might save him. Both of these artful, beautifully constructed stories tell a tale of time, of how it is mutable, alive, mysterious, and real. How all we have in this strange and bewildering present are those we love, and how even when the times turn terrible, that love remains. In this pandemic year, this was a particularly valuable lesson to read and remember, lost as we all were in the tumult of time, the uncertainty of living through a moment that felt novel and familiar at once in its unpredictability, in its ugliness, in its loss.

Young people figure prominently in many of the stories I chose for this collection. The young protagonists at the center of these stories are desperately grasping toward adulthood. Perhaps I chose these stories because this year, in many ways, made me feel unmoored in a way I hadn’t since I was a teenager. As I came of age, half aware of the pressure of society and culture around me but fully cognizant of their weight, I found myself wandering, aghast. The young people in these stories are compelling and unruly and imperfect, and perfectly heartbreaking. The characters in “Biology,” by Kevin Wilson, are a teacher and a student, both attempting to navigate the brutality of the world and still hold on to their innate tenderness, and it is very moving. The young people at the heart of “The Rest of Us,” by Jenzo DuQue, are not so lucky: the world proves too much for them, and they break, turn nihilistic, with the seeds of caring and kindness buried deep within them. “Little Beast,” by C Pam Zhang, follows a group of girls turned terrible, both to others and themselves, in an unjust world. In “The Miracle Girl,” by Rita Chang-Eppig, two sisters grapple with miracles, identity, and the messy permutations of sibling rivalry and love. In “Switzerland,” by Nicole Krauss, an older woman recalls her youth at a boarding school in Switzerland with a group of girls wizened beyond their years, full of bluster and bravado as they struggle to hide their naive hearts, to exercise some sense of agency in a world that abuses them and renders them powerless. In “You Are My Dear Friend,” by Madhuri Vijay, a young au pair adopts an older child, an intelligent, sharp-eyed girl, who acts out her sense of dispossession, her sense of powerlessness, on the au pair. All of these stories reveal painful truths about what it is to be a child in this world. The struggles that these young characters face dismantled me, and then the careful consideration of the ways they coped or didn’t cope, of how they survived, pieced me back together again, and left me a bit more clear-eyed than before.

Some characters were more opaque, less open, raw, and vulnerable than the younger characters I encountered; some were even downright unlikable, but they were still irresistibly compelling. The daughter-in-law in Yxta Maya Murray’s “Paradise” is plainspoken and immediately sympathetic, while her father-in-law is brusque and unyielding and racist, but the story peels away the layers of his personality so that by the end we feel empathy for both of them. The same is true of both characters in “Palaver,” by Bryan Washington, which follows a mother and son who spend much of the story speaking past each other, around each other, through each other, until, after so much fumbling, they find their way to truth and truce. In Stephanie Soileau’s “Haguillory,” we meet an older man who is obstinate, close-minded, his heart damn near calcified, who changes, just a hairbreadth, after a chance encounter. Each time these characters surprise us by exposing a flicker of vulnerability, they demand we look beyond their thorny outsides to their soft insides. These characters, like all the people I encountered in my grandmother’s stories, are deeply flawed and deeply conflicted but still empathetic at heart, still recognizable, and we as readers are able to see ourselves in their humanity and their inhumanity.

Finally, some stories enthralled me because they surprised me. Many of them surprised me in terms of language, language that was layered and textured and rich and took unexpected turns and played with rhythm and phrasing. Some of these same stories also surprised me in terms of endings, in how plot evolved in the world of the story. In “Escape from the Dysphesiac People,” by Brandon Hobson, the main character, an indigenous boy, runs away from the dysphesiac people, white Americans, who stole him; his escape is both surreal and hypnotic, due to the rhythm and building of the prose. In “Good Boy,” by Eloghosa Osunde, a queer Nigerian man tells the story of his liberation, a tale that is largely concerned with the title character reconciling, in an unexpected way, with his father, who shunned him. Everything about this character is unexpected, from the way he uses language to the way he exercises agency in his life. In “A Way with Bea,” by Shanteka Sigers, a teacher, her elementary school student, and the student’s brother all change in unpredictable ways as the story progresses to its devastating, tender end. In these tales, the surprise of the flowering of a human being, the evolution of character, reminds me that this too can be true of human beings in real life. At the same time that we are capable of devolution in private and public life, we are also capable of empathetic evolution and change.

In the end, I hope this collection offers you the opportunity for immersion, for surprise, for travel, for awe. I hope that as you sink into world after world, become character after character in these stellar stories, you can forget yourself, and then, upon surfacing, know yourself and others anew. I hope that return offers you some sense of ease and, as the best fiction does, a sense of repair. I hope that we get more from these writers, these blazing voices, as many of them are at the beginning of their careers. I am honored to have read their work, and I hope that you feel the same after you read this collection.

JESMYN WARD


  GABRIEL BUMP


To Buffalo Eastward

FROM McSweeney’s

SO, THE SUNRISE outside Ann Arbor—I figured I’d say something about that. I was in my parked car, reclined all the way, feet pressed against the radio, thinking about falling asleep there, outside that gas station. I was less than halfway to where I was headed when I saw the sun come over the pines, when I decided to keep going, when I decided to stop smoking, after just this last one.

The cigarette bounced out my rolled-down window, caught a breeze, floated into grass sparkled with dew. I had started, miles before the sunrise, to describe things in my head as sparkled, dazzled, majestic, and so on. Water and seagulls underneath the Mackinac Bridge during last night’s sunset—that was glitter. I had crossed the bridge; I had decided to stop smoking, after just that last one. That cigarette hit a car’s windshield and flew into the straits. In my rearview mirror: sparks and a swearing woman. She passed me on a slight curve, flipped me off, sped onto an exit ramp. I’d expected as much. Once, back home on our major road, a woman threw a hamburger against my window, made me swerve a bit.

There was a bookstore in Ann Arbor. Before another sunset, I stood looking at the novels and short stories and no one asked if I needed help. A person in college-themed sweatpants dropped their stack on my feet. I joked that my feet were made of titanium. The person in college-themed sweatpants laughed and invited me to a party, wrote an address in my phone, smiled after the books were rearranged in their arms. I told them my schedule was tight, which it wasn’t, was never.

Outside the bookstore, in my car, I read about this new drug for depression and anxiety. It was a shot for which you had to pay thousands of dollars. I wondered if I needed a shot like that. One of my problems is not understanding my problems. I sat with my therapist and talked about childhood memories. I have problems telling stories. I get on one track and backflip to another, running in the opposite direction. One second I’m pulling a freight train from Kansas City to Las Vegas. The next second I’m in southern Indiana, headed to Atlanta. I know that’s a problem. I wish I understood it. I watched a man in glasses leave the bookstore with a paper bag. I watched the paper bag rip. I laughed hard enough to cough. That was another thing wrong with me: laughing, at first, when someone needed help. I’d laugh before helping. I’d still help. I’d laugh first. Coughing in my car, I wondered if they had shots for whatever was wrong with me. The man didn’t want help. He waved me away, grumbled into his fallen books, adjusted his tie, swore with a Nordic-sounding cadence, yelled at a bus for almost breaking his legs.

That was the bookstore in Ann Arbor.

At a liquor store in Ann Arbor, I weighed a plastic bottle of vodka in my hand. I picked up a bigger bottle and held it like an old cat.

In a grocery store parking lot in Ann Arbor, I slept and dreamed that all my pants were back home, folded and forgotten in my drawer. There was loud music in my dream and I was naked, not having a good time, getting yelled at by a disembodied voice.

Outside a house party in Ann Arbor, I counted people on a porch, counted people through the front window, counted people dancing, counted people talking, hugging, drinking, shaking hands.

Outside a house party in Ann Arbor, I pulled away.

I found a motel near the highway, off the southbound side.

Here’s my point: that was day two.

I woke up in the darkness. Soon there it was: my life, it seemed, coming over the pines.

Day three would find me pulling into Buffalo around dinnertime.

There was a bookstore in Toledo, the Maumee River, places to sit along its banks, bars with small TVs showing baseball and game shows. Toledo seemed like enough for me. I carried my book and beer to the water, wanted a peaceful moment to watch smoke waft from the industrial parts of town into my lungs. I said something about America’s decline to myself, out loud.

“Excuse me?” a jogging man said, slowed down in front of me, blocked my view.

“Nothing,” I said. “Talking to myself.”

“You can’t drink here,” the jogging man said, still jogging in place.

“I’m not drinking,” I said.

“I’m not stupid,” the jogging man said.

“I don’t know you,” I said.

The jogging man scoffed, continued on his way, glanced over his shoulder, made sure I wasn’t following and foaming out of my lips.

Here’s how I look: tallish; medium-brown freckles around my nose and eyes, on my ears; a broad nose with a little point, a little hook; strong-chinned; weak-bodied; soft, thin, broad-shouldered; my nails get too long before I chew them down; my foot arches are too high; without thinking, I walk on my toes; if I’m not mindful, my eyebrows can meld into a single thicket.

I have this ambiguous brown skin. People wonder if I’m Egyptian, Aboriginal, Brazilian, Mexican, Dominican, half of this, a quarter of that.

I have this long hair that grows up and out in curled waves. People don’t know what to make of it. In middle school, this classmate would pull at my hair, try to yank strands out, hold my curls up to the light.

When I was little, people thought my mother was my nanny. My mother was a dean at Upper Peninsula State College. She taught classes on economics, gave lectures on employee happiness. She wrote a book about suicide rates in Silicon Valley. She told me to find pleasure in work, keep an eye on your heart and soul. She grew up in the projects in Chicago, would always tell me how she grew up in the projects and could whoop my ass. Once we tried to visit her childhood home in Chicago. We parked our car outside a chain-link fence with no buildings behind it. It was the largest empty lot I had ever seen. The city had blown up my mother’s childhood home. They were going to build condos and offices, hair salons and organic grocery stores. Parked outside that chain-link fence, my mother cried about history. All her family was dead and buried in modest graves in Chicago, Harlem, Oklahoma City, and Georgia. When she felt like it, my mother could grow an Afro with gray streaks blaring from her temples.

Before I left, my mother gave me an industrial wrench for protection, in case my car broke down in Ohio and some local boys wanted to take advantage.

My father asked me to procure sports memorabilia, bring it back at Christmas, wrap it up, make it nice. In our kitchen, my father had a coffee mug from every NHL team, most MLB teams, half of the NBA, some NFL. He wrote a book about traveling to professional sports arenas around America. He wanted to write a screenplay about himself and sell it to Hollywood.

For years my father reported on high school sports for our local newspaper. Then, when the newspaper folded, he wrote a sports column for a local website. Then, after the town turned Republican, he started folding political jokes into his analysis, speaking truth to power, rambling on about the declining American mystique, eroding values. He resigned after someone mailed a dead rat to our house. We moved at night. That was a few years ago. We all cried in my mother’s car.

I majored in European history, worked at UPSC’s library, lived at home, hung around people and places I had always known.

I finished my beer on the Maumee. I found a route to Cleveland that took me along Lake Erie at a slow pace, through lowlands and forests.

There was a bookstore in Cleveland. There were stacks so tall you needed a ladder to reach the top. I asked a man with a ponytail if he could help with those Raymond Carver collections up there. He was a carpenter, not a librarian, he told me as much, hand on his hip, other hand holding Joyce and Morrison. He told me to climb the ladder myself, it wasn’t that high, I wasn’t that small.

When I came down, the man asked me to drink with him. He knew a spot next door, with TVs and boiled hot dogs—Cleveland against Minneapolis, which I knew before he told me. I looked at my wrist, forgot I’d left my watch back home with Pidge, as a way for her to remember me.

Pidge had kissed me before I left Michigan, on a gravel road, under a moon-draped evergreen, between two small lakes.

Whenever I texted Pidge on the road, I would think about turning around and driving back, which Pidge didn’t want, because Pidge has a fiancé. I would tell her about driving back. She’d call me “stupid” and “emotional.”

One night back home, I stood outside my parked car, leaned against my hood, keeping track of an owl hooting its way across the lakes. Pidge was supposed to meet me at midnight. We were supposed to drive down to Kenosha, get an apartment, get two kittens, work from home, write books, cook global cuisines. Pidge was supposed to leave her fiancé. I waited until three in the morning. When she came in to work the next day, carrying her coffee and handmade satchel, I asked her to lunch. She declined with a thank-you. When I saw her after work, walking across the quad, I asked if I could call her later that night. She held my hands and apologized, said I couldn’t, sorry.

“Huh?” the carpenter asked.

“Nothing,” I said. “Talking to myself.”

“Do you need a drink?” the carpenter asked. “I need a drink.”

“I need to get to Buffalo,” I said.

“That’s close,” the carpenter said.

He ordered two Miller Lites for himself, opened both, sipped both, opened his Joyce, laid it out between his arms, kept it open with his elbows. I wanted vodka. I wanted to know how this carpenter managed all these things at once. I imagined his works as solid—bookcases and skyscrapers, barns and avant-garde chairs. Minneapolis hit a home run into shallow left field. I ordered a Miller Lite. The carpenter flicked up one elbow, took a sip, and turned the page.

I waited for the carpenter to tell me something. Two women walked in falling over, held each other up, almost didn’t make it to the bar, winked at us, blew us kisses, fell over laughing. I looked up at the screen, watched a batter get hit on the foot by a fastball. I figured I could leave at any moment and no one would notice. I worked through my next steps.

First, make it out of Cleveland alive.

Second, get some lunch on the way to Buffalo.

Third, call Flip when I got close.

Fourth, live in Buffalo.

First I had to finish my beer.

“What’s he reading?” the two women asked at the same time now, standing behind me.

“Joyce,” I said. “I think.”

“Dubliners!” one woman said.

“Finnegans Wake!” the other woman said.

I tried to find a difference between their faces, their hair, their dark eyes made darker by the lightless bar. Both had black hair straightened flat, small eyes close to their noses.

The carpenter drained one can, then another. He turned his head away and belched into his armpit.

“Ulysses,” the carpenter said, closed the book, showed them the cover.

“Yes!” one woman yelled.

“I said yes!” the other woman yelled.

“I will yes!” one woman yelled.

Two outs into the third inning, the women introduced themselves. My eyes had adjusted to the darkness. Now I could see unique lines and blemishes on their cheeks and necks. Whenever they laughed, I noticed the different ways their teeth zagged. They wore matching blue lipstick. Their touches on my shoulder were different weights, whenever the carpenter made a joke about literature and the women couldn’t hold firm on their feet, needed me to keep them up. We had arranged ourselves in a small circle. The carpenter and I had our backs to the game. We ordered more beer. We went around and said our names.

“Sancho,” the carpenter said. “Sancho Panza.”

“And I’m Daisy Buchanan,” one woman said, laughing, heavy hand on my shoulder.

“I’m Jordan Fucking Baker,” the other woman said, emptying a beer can into her face.

“What about our real names?” I asked.

“I’m Daisy Buchanan,” Daisy Buchanan said. “I’m alone and boring.”

“That’s unfair,” Jordan Baker said. “That’s a shallow interpretation.”

“I’m Daisy Buchanan,” Daisy Buchanan said. “I’ll steal your man. I’ll steal your car.”

“I’m Sancho Panza,” Sancho Panza said. “I work for an idiot, a monster, a liar.”

“Who are you?” Jordan Baker asked me, leaned forward on her stool, winked.

I tried to remember all the books I loved, all the characters I couldn’t forget. I imagined myself back home, years ago, a child, kneeling in my mother’s small library, thumbing through the hardcover and paperback rows. I heard my mother’s feet come up the stairs, kick at the door, soft, nice. I heard my mother telling me to get out with my grease-stained fingers, my mud-stained shoes. I remember the book I had hidden in my shirt when she pushed me out, locked the door.

“I’m Invisible,” I said. “I’m the Invisible Man.”

“The lights!” Daisy Buchanan yelled.

We emptied our beers, ordered more, asked for a plate of hot dogs with mustard slathered on the buns.

During the seventh-inning stretch, Jordan Baker explained how love evaporates.

“It’s like this friendship,” Jordan Baker said. “After a while, if it’s not going to work, you start to hate each other. You get annoyed every time they want to dance with you at a party. You hear them crying in the bathroom after another yelling match, and you get annoyed because they’re crying and you have to make them feel better, tell them you’re sorry. You hate them. Still, you’re friends, best friends, because if you spend that much time with someone, those many years, you have to care about them, even if you hate them, even if you can’t eat at the same time as them because they chew with their mouths open and smack their lips like they’ve always done. Still, one day you decide to leave. Still, it hurts. Even if you hate them, it hurts.”

I expected Jordan Baker to slow down, stop talking. She didn’t stop. Instead I excused myself, waddled to the bathroom, wiped my eyes, told myself not to cry in front of strangers.

I splashed hard, cold water on my face, slapped my cheeks, told myself I wasn’t going to die alone.

Pidge isn’t why I left home. Pidge didn’t force me to Buffalo. Still, I would’ve liked Pidge to come with me. I thought we’d have fun driving with the windows down, trying out new lives.

Pidge’s fiancé teaches in the engineering department. He studies ice fishing and climate change. Pidge has a picture of him on her office desk. He’s shirtless on a mountain, smiling, trying to cover his belly fat with his slim arms. He’s a nice-looking guy. His students nominate him for teaching awards. Once he answered when I called Pidge’s cell phone. She was taking a nap. He asked to take a message. I told him Pidge had overdue books and the fines were starting to get serious. He apologized. I apologized. He hung up. I held the phone to my face.

Pidge would leave me notes on her library cards. They would say things like “You’re my primary source” and “Check me out any day.”

Once Pidge kissed me in the Medieval Medicine section.

When I got back, it was Daisy Buchanan’s turn.

“It’s like waking up from a nightmare,” Daisy Buchanan said. “It’s three in the morning, you’re sweating. Your nightmares were about falling into a canyon, flying into the sun, whatever. You’re up and looking around, gasping for air, all this sweat on your back and face. And then you hear this voice telling you it’s okay. It was just a nightmare, it’s okay. This voice is close to your face, tickling your ear. It’s telling you to go back to sleep. It’s okay. It’s just a nightmare. And calm comes over you like a cold snap.”

“I’ve heard that voice,” Sancho Panza said.

“Then one morning,” Daisy Buchanan continued, “you forget your lunch at home. You drive back from work. You open the door. And that calming voice is naked in your kitchen, making pancakes with your naked next-door neighbor.”

At the top of the ninth inning, Minneapolis had the tying run on first base, with some power at the plate. Sancho Panza crushed a beer can flat between his palms. He flung the disk at a trash can fifteen feet away. He missed; we booed; he went out for a cigarette; we followed. Jordan Baker sat on a fire hydrant, rubbed her face, stamped a fallen branch to pieces.

“We need an adventure,” Daisy Buchanan said.

“We could go to the harbor,” Sancho Panza said.

“What’s at the harbor?” I asked.

“Water,” Sancho Panza said. “A lake. Waves.”

“I’ve seen enough lakes,” I said. “I’m sick of water.”

“Sometimes,” Jordan Baker said, “I feel like floating until I sink.”

“No water,” Daisy Buchanan said. “Let’s climb something.”

“I know roofs,” Sancho Panza said. “I have keys and back doors.”

“Once,” Jordan Baker said, “in high school, I watched a woman ride a motorcycle into a pool. I bet that’s happening somewhere tonight.”

“You’re right,” Sancho Panza said. “We need transportation.”

 


We emptied the junk from my backseat, mixed it with the mess in my trunk—books, clothes, chips bags, candy wrappers: my life laid bare for them to inspect and handle. We found a liquor store up the road, bought pints of flavored schnapps. We listened to country music. We tried to guess the words to songs we hadn’t heard before, wouldn’t hear again. We missed a turn. We didn’t talk about our unpaid tab at the bar. We didn’t talk about one another. There was nothing to know. In my front seat, Jordan Baker tapped on the glass, told us life was a series of fishbowls. Behind me, Daisy Buchanan and Sancho Panza rubbed at each other, made kissing noises.

“Here!” Sancho Panza yelled. “Turn! Park!”

We parked and looked up at an office building—a three-story structure made of windows and thick black metal strips.

“There are people,” I said, pointing at workers in suits and dresses, carrying briefcases, trudging around, slumping into cars.

“Nine-to-five,” Daisy Buchanan said. “I couldn’t do it.”

“They sell metal pipes,” Sancho Panza said. “Some of them sell potato chips, I think.”

“How do you know?” I asked.

“This is mine,” Sancho Panza said.

“You own this building?” I asked.

“Other buildings too,” Sancho Panza said. “A pizza place, that bar, that bookstore.”

“You have an empire,” Daisy Buchanan said.

“I am benevolent,” Sancho Panza said. “I am cruel only when the hour demands it.”

Sancho Panza had a key to a back door. He challenged us to race up a metal stairway. We passed a man smoking a cigar and crying into his cell phone. We passed a well-dressed couple laughing and pressing into each other. We exited onto a wide roof, where a woman in a skirt was juggling three empty beer bottles. Startled, she fumbled her trick, disappeared into another doorway, another staircase.

Here Sancho Panza reached into his pocket and materialized four pills, each a different brilliant color. Now someone commented on the view, how flat and boring it appeared, a repeated system of low buildings and mediocre trees. Now we took the pills.

That wasn’t the first time I had taken pills from a stranger’s pocket. In high school, around a campfire, on a small, abandoned island, a girl’s older boyfriend asked if we wanted to feel the universe against our minds. “Sure,” we said, bored, a little drunk, smiling at one another through the low flames. That island was abandoned in a bureaucratic sense. Somewhere, down an untraceable line, someone had stopped paying taxes on the land; somewhere, a bank sent a hollow person to put up foreclosure signs on the island’s banks. We had never known the delinquent landowner.

There was a home yards away from the campfire. There was another up from the dock, a short hike uphill. Around the campfire, we took the pills and went into the closer house. Whenever we were bored and a little drunk, sick of staring at fire and embers, talking about fishing and car crashes on the hairpin turn near town, we’d stand up and walk into the home. Yes, the home was abandoned in the bureaucratic sense. Most nights and days, no one walked around in there, picking things up, putting things down, calling through doors and walls, walking carefully up the stairs. Still, a mattress sat, soiled and deflated, in the living room. Words spray-painted on the walls almost covered all the exposed wood beams. This was an abandoned house on a small island: everything you’d imagine. Our pills kicked in, we wrestled into a big pile in the second-floor bedroom. Later, we all linked arms and looked out a broken window onto our lakes. The late-night stillness heightened our experience, as if the water was one big mirror that could swallow our souls, the ghosts inside us. We waited for sunrise in the living room, standing in a line, arm in arm, looking at the dirt- and dust-covered floor, looking. The girl’s older boyfriend saw a muskrat playing in the sink. No one else saw it; no one else looked. Instead, we saw snow falling, soft flurries taking long, curved routes to the water and dirt. We stayed like that until the flurries turned into a solid white sheet, cascading down on us. The pills wore off when it was too late. Sober, in the morning light, we had to shovel snow from our boats before they sank. We had to think of excuses for our parents. The girl’s older boyfriend panicked, started pacing around and talking about cops coming on boats and helicopters and submarines. He started telling us about microphones in tree trunks, cameras in vermin. That muskrat! He yelled about that muskrat until we subdued him in well-formed football tackles from multiple angles. We put our hands over his mouth. We finished shoveling our boats after he went back to sleep. We left him there. Once I saw him pushing carts around the grocery store. I saw him on a tractor riding through town. I saw him, from a bridge, running across a frozen river.

Back on the roof in Cleveland, Sancho Panza wanted to know if the pills were working—could we feel ourselves turning inside out, exploding like a flower?

“I could wake up in Egypt,” Jordan Baker said.

“What difference would it make?” Daisy Buchanan asked.

“I’d have all the sand I could want,” Jordan Baker said.

“There’s sand in Ohio!” Daisy Buchanan said.

“Not the same,” Jordan Baker said, sat on the ground. “It’s just not the same.”

I found myself yards away, walking in a circle, counting my revolutions.

I found myself running into Sancho Panza, knocking him over.

Sancho Panza grabbed my ankles, begged me not to let him drown.

I had my hands on Sancho Panza’s collar when I noticed the sky, swirling and wavering, preparing to rupture. Out there in the distance, toward downtown, the sky sucked up tall buildings.

“It’s coming for us,” I said.

Sancho Panza had stopped swinging at my throat and screaming. He went limp, took deep breaths, turned an ear to the roof, coughed, and spit up thick brown mucus.

“They’re working,” Sancho Panza said. “I think they’re working.”

Daisy Buchanan and Jordan Baker appeared, flanked me, trained their large pupils on my cheeks.

“Look,” I told them, “this sky is bad business.”

They jerked their heads upward, gaped at moving clouds.

“Don’t you see it?” Daisy Buchanan asked.

“Of course,” Jordan Baker said. “It’s right there. Of course.”

“My school bus,” Daisy Buchanan said. “Right there. I’m right there waving for help.”

“That’s my submarine,” Jordan Baker said. “Those are my specimens.”

I couldn’t explain how their eyes and minds were playing tricks. There wasn’t a school bus; there wasn’t a submarine. Above our heads, there weren’t roads or seas or highways or rivers. It was all teeth and tongues.

Sancho Panza, reanimated, grabbed my leg, tried to climb up.

“My uncle,” Sancho Panza said, drooled. “There was Easter breakfast at his farmhouse.”

“I didn’t finish my homework,” Daisy Buchanan said. “Why can’t I finish anything?”

“At these depths,” Jordan Baker said, “we know more about the moon.”

“You don’t see it,” I said. “You’ll never see it.”

“There’s my daughter,” Daisy Buchanan said, pointed behind us without looking. “Just like me: late and unprepared. And that face. Just like mine. Look how she hates it. Look how she can’t stand it.”

“Sunlight doesn’t penetrate,” Jordan Baker said. “Not this deep. Not under this pressure. It’s all scientific, these things I don’t understand. There’s my power glowing in the abyss, protected by Paleolithic megasharks. It’s all academic. It’s all too scientific for me to understand.”

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing,” Jordan Baker said. “What did I say?”

“Uncle,” Sancho Panza said, “why didn’t you save me any coffee cake?”

We spent hours like that: talking and not understanding one another’s eyes. At some point we left the roof, went to a lower floor, used Sancho Panza’s master key to open offices and inspect other people’s lives. We took framed family photos off desks, held them, and cried. We found liquor bottles in bottom drawers, took long sips. We found charts and graphs and memos; we felt connected to important happenings. In a large office, we found a list of underperforming employees. In a small office, we found a vision board with a spaceship and tiny glow-in-the-dark stars.

We finished in a conference room. Somewhere along the way, Jordan Baker had assembled a collection of stolen blankets. We all said goodnight. We kissed one another’s hands. We pulled the blankets over our heads and blocked the rising sun. Curled against these whacked-out strangers, I felt a unique warmth, one I hadn’t known before. I felt clear and directed, anchored. I had found peace. Here, I belonged.

I closed my eyes.

Instead of sleeping, I saw Pidge sliding across a frozen lake in her purple boots, twirling, extending her arms, teasing me, saying I couldn’t keep up. Under her winter cap, her blond hair stiff against her neck. Her small frame puffed by her jacket and snow pants. Her nose crooked from a hockey fight, still black-and-blue. Her chipped teeth jagged in her smile. Brown eyes, almost black. She was sliding toward me now, getting smaller, getting faster.

That was Pidge during a break in a blizzard. Her fiancé wasn’t her fiancé yet. Her fiancé was her boyfriend, out of town and stuck there because the blizzard was everywhere in the upper Midwest. We had brought bags of frozen burritos and beer to Pidge’s apartment and holed up with movies and video games. Pidge, during her hockey game, had called an opposing player unkind names. They’d settled it with fists to the face and stomach. They’d both lost, busted up parts of their bodies and pride. I’d offered to help Pidge convalesce.

During a break in the blizzard, we bundled up and went for the lake.

Pidge sliding toward me, kicking up snow and ice, busting forth in a beautiful mist.

Pidge laughing at my unsteady feet, my wobbling.

Pidge confused—how could I not skate? Growing up around all this frozen water. How could I not skate?

Pidge slowing down, putting her heels down, kicking snow onto my legs.

Pidge spearing me to the ground.

Us cold on our backs.

Me asking if she was okay, putting my arms around her.

Pidge laughing, laughing, laughing, laughing.

Me slipping as I stood up.

Pidge staying down there, rolling around, laughing still.

I awoke to a man screaming, standing in the conference room doorway, spilling his coffee down his shirt.

Sancho Panza told me to run. He cupped my cheek with his hand. He’d handle it. Fly. Take your life. Jordan Baker and Daisy Buchanan were already gone. I could see their hair strands tangled in their blankets. I ran past the screaming man, ducked into a stairwell.

On my way down, I passed a man and a woman talking about running away, starting a new life, antiquing, scoring big at an auction, building a house in a tree.

On my driver’s-side window, a note was written in blue lipstick. It read: “Invisible Man, make it where you’re going.”
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The Miracle Girl
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ON THE FIRST DAY of her stigmata, Xiao Chun’s palms bled so much that the school sent her home early. Xiao Xue sighed at this turn of events and gathered her things to follow her sister. Xiao Chun was already prettier, smarter, and more obedient—she just had to be holier too.

Wong Daifu, the village doctor, made a house call when he heard about the strange condition. He squinted at the puncture wounds, which were not round and smooth but thin ovals with fringes of red, protruding skin. “And you’re sure she didn’t hurt herself accidentally?” he asked.

“We were in class when this happened,” Xiao Xue replied for her sister, who sat with her back straight and ankles crossed. “Me and the sixth graders were doing math with the teacher. She and the eighth graders were reading the Bible on their own. Suddenly she fell out of her chair and started flopping around.”

“Then I don’t know.” He instructed Xiao Chun to keep the wounds bandaged and prescribed some herbs to prevent anemia.

That night, after getting shuffled off to bed, Xiao Xue heard her parents talking. “This is all because of the missionaries and their crazy school. I never heard of any bleeding palms before those foreigners got here,” her father said.

“Keep your voice down,” her mother said. “They’ve been kind to us. The food they give out isn’t bad, and the girls are learning English. So what if we had to convert?”

He snorted loudly. “Either they want to give us food or they don’t. Non-Catholics don’t deserve to go hungry any more than Catholics do.”

Xiao Xue wrapped her arms around herself and tried to sink deeper into the bed that she and Xiao Chun shared. Her sister was already asleep, kicking the blanket off the both of them little by little. The damp air chilled Xiao Xue’s skin. A damselfly hurled itself against the window, its rapid wings making a sound like uncooked rice being spilled.

Xiao Xue didn’t remember being particularly hungry before the foreigners came—not full, necessarily, but also not hollow the way her neighbors described. They’d fled to Taiwan from the revolution in China when Xiao Xue was a baby. She couldn’t imagine lying awake from stomach pangs, feeling her blood thin into air. Yet the more the foreigners insisted that the villagers were poor and hungry, the poorer and hungrier the villagers seemed to become, as if they were living through some reverse loaves-and-fishes miracle. She once said as much to Xiao Chun, but her sister just rolled her eyes. “I guess you forgot the part about Mom scraping food from her plate onto yours.”

When Xiao Chun kicked again, Xiao Xue snatched roughly at the blanket. Though Xiao Chun didn’t react, Xiao Xue could tell she had awakened. “Does it hurt?” Xiao Xue asked.

“A little,” Xiao Chun said, “but that doesn’t matter. I feel so close to Jesus, you can’t possibly understand. I feel his pain and his love for all of us.”

Xiao Xue wormed closer to her sister, who had unwrapped one of the bandages and was admiring the wound. “What about if I do this?” she asked, pressing her finger into it. The flesh was warm and limp. The blood smelled like spring flowers newly broken through the earth.

“It doesn’t matter.”

Xiao Xue wiped her finger on the blanket and flipped onto her other side. Within minutes she was asleep. At some point in the night, she awoke and squinted at her sister. She was still admiring her hand. In the half-light from the hallway, the hole gleamed like a droplet squeezed from the heart of the sun. Would she feel warmer if she curled herself around the wound? she wondered. Would she shine with Jesus’s love?

 


On the second day of the stigmata, the teachers called an assembly. They helped Xiao Chun onto the stage, which was just six milk crates turned upside down and pushed together. She was wearing a billowy white dress with little blue roses at the waist that one of the teachers had brought to school. It was the prettiest dress Xiao Xue had ever seen. The teachers explained that someone was coming from far away to investigate, to make sure that the stigmata were real. “Of course, we know that Xiao Chun isn’t faking,” Sister Eunice said to
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