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            Foreword

         
         I get a lot of credit for discovering new writers, but I must share it with the hundreds of editors and staff of literary
            magazines who each year read thousands of submissions. These people are the true vanguard of publishing. At the very least,
            this series would not exist without them. And without them, countless great writers would never have been able to launch their
            careers. Stylus was the first to publish Zora Neale Hurston. In 1936, Manuscript brought out the debut story of Eudora Welty. Story was the first home to J. D. Salinger and Carson McCullers. In 1950, Folio published an unknown writer named Alice Munro. The Northwest Review (closed in 2019) debuted George Saunders in 1986. Kelly Link first published in Century in 1995, and 2008 saw the first fiction by Jesmyn Ward in A Public Space. The Threepenny Review can take credit for first printing a story by Imbolo Mbue in 2015. Imagine the world of fiction without James Baldwin, whose
            first story was published in Commentary, or William Faulkner (thank you, Mississippian).
         

         
         To submit a story to a journal, a writer need not live in New York City or have connections to the publishing world. A wealth
            of literary magazines signals a democratically healthy literary culture. Unfortunately, partly due to economic pressures in
            the face of the pandemic, certain American magazines have been or are in danger of being defunded and shuttered. In the best
            of times, running a literary journal is not considered a profitable venture. The University of Alaska closed a number of liberal
            arts programs, including the Alaska Quarterly Review, which is now being kept alive on a volunteer basis. Purdue placed a moratorium on admissions to their graduate English department.
            Its literary journal, The Sycamore Review, will no longer have graduate students to continue to manage and publish it. Bard College announced that it would close Conjunctions (the publisher of Sanjena Sathian’s story in these pages), but after a swell of support for the magazine, the school changed
            course.
         

         
         Consider doing this series and literature as a whole a favor. If you read a story in these pages that you love and if you
            can afford it, subscribe to the magazine that initially published this story. Chances are you’ll like their other stories
            (and essays and poems and art). Writers and students of writing: I am talking to you first and foremost. The threat to magazines
            of defunding is real right now. These journals cannot exist on grants and emergency funds alone. If you want someone to publish
            you someday, please do what you can to help keep these journals running.
         

         
         On display in this volume of The Best American Short Stories are twenty emotionally and intellectually engaged writers. I found myself drawn to the basics this year: ease of language,
            innovation, humor, truth, the ability to tell an interesting and important story. Often new writers are taught to explore
            what is at stake for their characters. This can be love or even life, a sense of self, anything really. As a reader, I want
            to feel that what I am reading matters, that the story knows something profound, goes somewhere worthwhile, tries something
            difficult or risky, something significant. Thankfully, there was no lack of good candidates. Andrew Sean Greer was a terrific
            and open-minded guest editor, amiable in the face of several scanning errors. I was not surprised that he assembled a list
            of charming and imaginative stories, tales that transport and deeply move the reader just as his own books do.
         

         
         This is my sixteenth volume of The Best American Short Stories. On my lesser days, I fall prey to thinking that I’ve read every sort of writing under the sun. But then I read a searingly original story about family, one like Kim Coleman Foote’s “Man of the House.” Think you’ve read enough friendship? Check out Greg Jackson’s brilliant story “The Hollow.” Great writing obliterates cynicism. In the hands of a writer comfortable with their own vulnerability, voice, and humanity, lassitude tends to fall away. If you want to read a story that does not waste a single word, check out Leslie Blanco’s electric “A Ravishing Sun.” (And do not miss Blanco’s stunning contributor’s note.) If you prefer humor and deep characterization within the first page, read Claire Luchette’s “Sugar Island.” The masterly Alice McDermott brings forth the strange profundities of life during quarantine in her story “Post.” In “The Little Widow from the Capital,” Yohanca Delgado delivers an unforgettable collective narrative about Dominican immigrants. Héctor Tobar’s Kafkaesque story, “The Sins of Others,” holds a fun-house mirror to the American immigration system. 

         
         As we lurch our way through and hopefully out of a pandemic that is more persistent than any of us would like; as we witness
            an autocracy attempt to violently overtake a democracy in Ukraine and the threat of another world war; as the news of climate
            change alarms almost daily, the power of good art, of excellent fiction to reorient the reader toward what truly matters never
            fails to inspire me. A character in Kevin Moffett’s story says, “Laughter’s supposed to be shared. . . . Even before humans
            could talk, we laughed; I can’t remember why. Something to do with showing we mean one another no harm, or surviving danger,
            the overwhelming relief of it.” In Bryan Washington’s gorgeous, sad story, the narrator’s brother says, “You’re not just who
            you think you are, but you’re who everyone else sees, too. You’re all of those things. . . . At the same time. Forever.” Reading
            these stories, I was reminded of the value of societal cohesion and kindness. We must take better care of each other.
         

         
         Many thanks to Kaitlyn Choe, April Eberhardt, Yael Goldstein Love, Sara Komatsu, Susan Shepherd, Marie Unger, and Christine
            Utz for their help reading.
         

         
         The stories chosen for this anthology were originally published between January 2021 and January 2022. 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 to Heidi Pitlor, c/o The
            Best American Short Stories, P.O. Box 60, Natick, MA 01760, or links or files as attachments to thebestamericanshortstories@gmail.com.
         

         
         Heidi Pitlor

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Introduction

         
         Readers, I bring good news: the American short story is thriving. I sound like a president giving a State of the Union, but
            in a way that is what these annual publications are: celebrations of an art form whose death, in online forums, has been greatly
            exaggerated. For here we are: in a time when, more than ever, we realize the great necessity of art. Even the hardest working
            pandemic parent has found themselves desperately turning to a book, a show, a film, a song for comfort. Sometimes for escape,
            sometimes for insight; a short story can be either or both. Or neither, in fact. Ignore those online forums. Who says a nineteenth-century
            art form can’t flourish in the twenty-first? This is my introduction, so I say it can!
         

         
         Nobody, not even my mother, will agree with my choices, and that’s what makes family dinners fun. These stories are absolutely
            my taste. But what a feast it has been! Reading excellent stories of joy and heartache, experiencing innovations of language
            and form, discovering great new writers and rediscovering beloved masters. It has been a feast of fairies, where I ate as
            much as I could and still wanted more. I wanted them all! Alas, the game is I can pick only twenty. Complaints may be sent
            to my mother.
         

         
         Let me tempt you with some of the offerings. . . .

         
         Who could resist, for example, a story from the imagination? In the grand American tradition of Hawthorne, Irving, and Poe? Consider one echoing our current anxieties, such as Sanjena Sathian’s “Mr. Ashok’s Monument,” in which the magical and sublime, in modern-day India, become the property of bureaucrats, for whom humanity is hardly as important as their petty concerns. Or, if you are intrigued by an America where citizens accused of a crime pick immigrants to serve as proxies, I urgently suggest Héctor Tobar’s wonderful “The Sins of Others.” Might I also interest you in Karen Russell’s extraordinary “The Ghost Birds,” set in a horrifying future landscape, in which a father takes his daughter on a bird-watching expedition—for the ghosts of extinct birds? Or perhaps you would prefer “The Little Widow from the Capital” by Yohanca Delgado, the story of a Dominican woman who arrives in a contemporary apartment building, astonishing the neighbors with her sewing, her suitors, and her spells. And I must recommend the tale of Finnish siblings, laboring in the Northwest, who come across a boy (merboy? selkie?) who brings their lives to a terrible choice, the tale of “Soon the Light” by Gina Ochsner. I must admit I have a weakness for a ghost, a spell, a selkie—but, really, don’t we all? 

         
         You may have guessed I am a writer myself, and so, like a cat burglar invited to a country manor, my taste runs to what I
            can steal; imitation, as they say, is for amateurs. I am a kleptograph. What catches my magpie eye is anything I haven’t seen
            before. Anything new, surprising, shiny. And it may surprise non-writers (who is everybody I ever met on a plane) that, just
            as painters go on about paint, photographers about light, and actors about themselves, writers obsess about words. For those
            among you eager for a taste of something new, I want you to try Okwiri Oduor’s “Mbiu Dash.” Listen to the rhythm of this opening
            sentence, something every writer should listen to carefully: “We were all there the day Mr. Man came to town.” The meter makes
            it scan beautifully: “We were all there the day Mr. Man came to town.” It is a skillful choice of words. Creating the magic necessary to get a story going is hard, but look how effortlessly
            Oduor does it: “We thought to ourselves, ‘A man like this must have a good story lodged beneath his tongue.’ We knew that
            we wanted him to stay for as long as it took to get that story out.” Lodged beneath his tongue. Isn’t that something? Or take
            a look at a piece by Leslie Blanco, whose “A Ravishing Sun” so startlingly captures grief and mental illness not just by its
            story, but by the language in which it is told. Watch this paragraph (about a motorcycle accident) rolling around in time: “When I look up, Xavier has blood pooling in the wells of his eyes. Xavier has blood flowing in rivulets down his face. Xavier. A name a little too much like a savior. A name I like to roll happily in my mouth. Get married, the bride’s grandmother said. Put me out of my misery. You two make me want to be eighteen again.” It makes me catch my breath. Finally, at the risk of becoming that old man who wants to play you every cast album in his
            collection, let me show you Greg Jackson’s “The Hollow,” a beautiful story of an old friend who has wandered into another
            plane of being: that of an artist. I just want to show the technique; Jackson begins the story with long, complex sentences
            (“Jonah Valente had been an object of amusement to Jack and his college classmates, and presumably he had gone on being one
            to other people ever since.” Beautiful, flowing, and a little funny. The author, however, ends the story (no spoilers) in
            a series of stark simple phrases: (“Cool. A light breeze. The market hummed. A burble of chatter. Dogs’ barks.” And so on.)
            That is a master class, as they say, in technique: changing the shape of sentences to affect the reader’s emotions. I have
            my eye on stealing that last one, by the way. Don’t tell a soul.
         

         
         The language in which it is told. I want to repeat that because it’s something so easily lost in our conversations about storytelling. We are rightfully interested
            in what the story is about, but equally important (and mostly unexamined) is the language in which it is told. Because being a good storyteller is more than having a good story; we all know this. It is knowing how to tell it. The right
            words for this story. That is what I want to celebrate in the authors of this collection. These are fantastic stories, but these are also fantastic
            storytellers. Fantastic writers. I stress that because I know they worked hard on their choices, often so hidden from readers,
            choices that affect our experiences as readers. Part of the joy of storytelling is the variety of storytelling. I want to
            point out and celebrate that variety.
         

         
         Which leads me to innovations in storytelling beyond language: how the story is told. This all seems effortless to readers—and it is meant to be so. But imagine sitting before a blank piece of paper with the universe of possibilities before you—shall I tell it in first person? From the future? Looking into the future? The point of view of a bystander? A dog? In reverse?—and you almost want to give up. In fact, I suspect, many of these writers did give up. And then, one day (perhaps reading a beloved author or, secret of the trade, a poet) they found the way into the story. The way into the story; I mean those myriad choices writers make, sometimes without thinking, sometimes finding the right way by chance or experience but more often finding by trial and error. Consider, for instance, Meghan Louise Wagner’s “Elephant Seals,” in which the initial story is rewritten over and over, variations on a theme, until every possible branch is laid out for us. Or Kevin Moffett’s “Bears Among the Living,” which is given to us in shards of prose, some humorous, some poignant, some philosophical, so that we piece together the story in our minds rather than having it laid out linearly for us. Or Erin Somers’s “Ten Year Affair”: a story with two timelines of a love story, one of which takes place entirely in the protagonist’s mind, with an ending that wraps the form and content together perfectly. And let me point out the brilliance of Lauren Groff’s “The Wind”: it is a story of a woman escaping her abuser with her children. But Groff has not chosen to tell it in third person, or from the point of view of the woman, or even the point of view of her child. The narrator is the daughter of the child. The granddaughter. Someone who was not there. It makes the story somehow grander and more terrifying, because
            it is a story passed down through generations, a story told to make sense of who these women are. A myth, in the sense of
            story crucial to these women. That simple choice—and an unusual one—puts enough emotional distance between the narrator and
            the characters to remove any cliché or sentimentality. Instead: there is dignity, sorrow, and rage. In the end, I was in tears.
            This choice is impossible for me to steal. I think it belongs to Groff alone.
         

         
         How do you write about hard things? That is the question many writers ask before sitting down. They know their terrors and
            fears, but worry they will not get them across properly, and to fail to do that would be to betray what is most important.
            Many give up and tackle smaller, easier subjects. But we all know that unless you are touching on your own private fears and
            heartaches, your own hardest stories, then you are not (as my Montana professor William Kitteredge used to say) “even in the
            ballpark.” I am not much for sports metaphors, and have spent most of my life avoiding ballparks, but he’s right. Clever is
            impressive; clever gets attention; clever is satisfying. But telling a hard story is the actual job.
         

         
         Take a look at two very different stories. One is “Sugar Island,” by Claire Luchette. It is the simplest kind of story—two lovers picking up a couch for an apartment—but there is a telescoping of time within the story, and especially at the end, that allows it to be told both in the moment of romantic doubt and pleasure and in a future memory of pain. And isn’t this how we really look on the past? Both with the purity of how we felt colored by how we feel now? The other story is Bryan Washington’s “Foster.” In it, two stories are overlaid. One is of a man who is fostering his brother’s cat while his brother is in prison. The other is of the protagonist and his boyfriend, living together with the cat. The dialogue is told without quotation marks, a choice that creates a distance for the reader (quotation marks make reading dialogue “easy,” which is why you always see them in juicy airport novels). That distance cools down a story with powerful emotions running under it. At first, we think we are reading a simply cat-couple story. But the story has secrets; the narrator has secrets. We learn the stories behind this story. And by putting them in the shadows—the hard stories—instead of in the foreground (with the cat), Washington breaks our hearts. It is a difficult thing to pull off. My hat goes off to him. (I am also personally gratified that these two queer stories have so completely broken out of what the mainstream expects of them; there is no identity crisis, no family drama, no bleak hedonism or mordant wisdom or fabulousness; queer people, like all people, have many stories to tell.) My hat also goes off to Kim Coleman Foote. In “Man of the House,” the “story” is of Jeb, a New Jersey man who decides to go down South to visit his uncle Abe. Jeb’s predecessors moved from the South to New Jersey to flee racism, and Jeb wants to find his uncle Abe to understand that story (we are, I presume, in the 1970s). But we don’t begin there—we begin with the death of Jeb’s mother, the insistence of his sister Verna on clearing out his hoarded items. We are given the family first. And then his journey. Jeb is not himself aware of the history of the Great Migration; he is not even fully aware why he awakens one morning and drives south. But this choice of how to tell the story places him in the history of his family, and places the simple story against the complex and grief-stricken story of Black migration at the beginning of the twentieth century. Foote paints this history in the background, which makes Jeb’s actions and struggles both his own and part of a legacy of hope and pain. It is a profound choice by Foote, one that makes for a powerful story. 

         
         The subject of hard stories brings a question: How can a short story address what is happening now? Many teachers caution against writing about the present; it is painting on a curtain in the wind. I myself have never tried. My writing is too slow a response to something in need of urgent action; I am that person who knows the right thing to say only while walking down the stairs after the party (l’esprit d’escalier). So I have all the more admiration for the writers who have captured this moment—the moment of 2022—and without them this
            edition of Best American Short Stories might seem like that of any other year. Alex Ohlin’s “The Meeting” describes the slow self-destruction of the technology
            industry—still ongoing as I write—with all the gobbledygook biz-talk and half-witted confidence of Silicon Valley, the Californian
            exuberance and arrogance that I suppose I myself possess, the blindness to the human condition, to the actual threats in our
            lives. What seemed so important in 2019 . . . how could we have cared so much? How could any boss have made us think to care?
            How could we have forgotten we’re people? How can we prevent ourselves from forgetting again?
         

         
         In the same vein, Gish Jen’s “Detective Dog” is a miracle of both timely and enduring storytelling. In it, our present situation
            provides the tension that forces the characters to action. That tension is of a Chinese émigré family living in New York City
            in the era of COVID and anti-Asian bigotry. Their locked-in life brings a teenaged son’s rage to a boil, accusing them of
            not caring about protests in Hong Kong; he takes up and leaves them in disgust. Jen writes of his mother, Betty, our protagonist:
            “What is a mother but someone who cannot stop anyone?” That helplessness surfaces when their boy Robert asks for help with
            his homework: explaining a family mystery to a pet. The kind of Zoom homework so many parents have helped with. Robert calls
            himself Detective Dog. Quietly, lovingly, Betty answers his questions. And, in answering them, a moment in time is captured
            perfectly: the past that precedes it, the anxiety that shapes it, and the unknown future that undoes every effort to keep
            it safe. I wept and wept to read Jen’s words. So, too, Alice McDermott, whose story “Post” is the careful delineation of the
            particular terror, humor, and grief of the first years of COVID, told in the story of couple who are thrown together by the
            virus and its consequences; all of us will recognize ourselves there. It is the story for the record of what we have all gone
            through.
         

         
         Another way to tell a hard story—sometimes the only way, the only liberating way, and my favorite way—is with humor. Those who don’t understand humor think it is an easy way out; friends, it is hard way out. It is going through pain into something else, something that will release the writer and the reader. It is difficult and it is rare. There is humor in so many of these pieces (Oduor, Jackson, Sathian, Delgado, and others), as there was in Shakespeare—not just to lighten the mood, but to illuminate the story from another side. To show our weaknesses and follies, not just our strengths. I relished being with the characters in Elizabeth McCracken’s story “The Souvenir Museum” precisely because a story of heartache was told with such suppressed hope and love; how else could you tell the story of an old boyfriend discovered at a Viking reenactment park except with laughter? Life is serious, serious precisely because it is absurd. In Kenan Orhan’s masterly “The Beyoğlu Municipality Waste Management Orchestra,” the title itself reveals the absurdity we are about to encounter, the absurdity
            of authoritarian regimes, of arbitrary violence, of cultural repression. In it, a trash collector in Istanbul secretly keeps
            the “forbidden” items she finds in a composer’s trash: first a banned instrument (a violin) and then another, for any music
            not traditionally Turkish has been banned, as are books, and then, one day, in the trash bin, she finds the composer himself.
            Gradually she gathers the items, and people, discarded by the regime and keeps them in an attic. An orchestra forms. I could
            go on . . . but then that would be the story. It is a masterpiece, both roaringly funny and deadly serious. We know these
            horrors are happening right now. We live in a time of death and repression, of war and bigotry. Orhan’s story captures it
            all with intelligence and, magnificently, laughter.
         

         
         Art is how we’re going to survive this—and by “this,” I mean anything you might have in mind. A virus, a partner, a family,
            a country, a world in trouble and grief. That is how I felt reading these stories, and many others, this year. That is what
            I found so heartening—the future is unknown, and of course terrifying, and, in hard times, some rage, some cower, some bellow
            nonsense, and others get down to work. But writers: we take notes. From these notes we make something new. Something we don’t
            even understand ourselves; we only know it is vital when we make it. For whatever happens, we know this: art is also what
            will survive us.
         

         
         And Mom: I hope you approve.

         
         Andrew Sean Greer

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            A Ravishing Sun

            Leslie Blanco

         
         
         from New Letters

         
         Light, is what I remember.

         
         Joy.

         
         Honeysuckle vines wild against fences, dresses with tiny, inlaid pearls, a vineyard, Xavier and I new as baby’s skin. A Long
            Island wedding. We are so radiant the bride’s grandmother says we should get married on the spot.
         

         
         And on the winding road the next morning: a motorcycle appears out of a blind curve.

         
         Inside me, as palpable as a feather along the skin, a shifting. Of perception. Of the lens. And a moment of knowing—long as
            a lifetime—that nothing will ever be the same.
         

         
         Head-on.

         
         The motorcycle taps the front fender, taps it, nothing more, and then suspends itself in the air like a scorpion preserved
            in glass. That bright ball of neon shoots up like a joy ride, like a stunt. Tap, and up like a rocket, like a special effect.
            I don’t want to understand. Rider separates from machine. A missile—a person—flies toward us. The roof collapses. The windshield
            explodes.
         

         
         The slow motion part?

         
         The sensation of seeping.

         
         The spinning.

         
         The shower of glass.

         
         My mind goes still. An ocean of silence fills it. It’s peaceful. I know it’s crazy to say. But it’s peaceful.

         
         Breath.

         
         My breath.

         
         Shards of glass around my painted toes.

         
         When I look up, Xavier has blood pooling in the wells of his eyes. Xavier has blood flowing in rivulets down his face. Xavier.
            A name a little too much like savior. A name I like to roll happily in my mouth. Get married, the bride’s grandmother said. Put me out of my misery. You two make me want to be eighteen again.

         
         But Xavier and I aren’t eighteen. Ours is the love of try, try again. And something flesh-colored and lumpy is splattered
            on the front of his shirt.
         

         
         We should not know how to recognize a fragment of human brain, not one of us.

         
         Xavi?

         
         He isn’t dead. His lips are moving. He is saying words I can’t hear, can’t understand. And I know then that the splatter on
            his shirt isn’t his own.
         

         
         A delayed panic. A fear of the car catching fire. In the dappled sunlight. Under the picturesque trees. A sudden impulse to
            do something.
         

         
         I open the door.

         
         Sunshine. Flower petals in the air.

         
         I look for the motorcycle, for the body. I look everywhere except at my feet.

         
         At my feet.

         
         By then, people are milling, afraid to go near him.

         
         Not me.

         
         I touch him.

         
         I speak to him.

         
         I see his spirit leave. I see it. Like an S rising up, swishing its tail like a fish, wishing, longing. Then a whoosh—not a sound, a feeling in the silence—so fast in
            every direction, touching every tree, every molecule, every drop of sky.
         

         
         Exhilarating.

         
         Until I understand what I am seeing. And then the swarm of dark flies, the stink of carrion, the weight—a boulder—that falls
            and pins me to that asphalt, to that story. For years.
         

         
          

         Lunacy begins at the periphery with small, slipped details that at first appear to mean nothing. I know it even as it happens. Already at the emergency room, objects are not as they used to be. The vending machine has an air of unreality about it. The fluorescent lights feel theatrical, and the world feels frozen, brittle, as if any moment I might fall through the floor. Already, staring at the potato chips, at the stale nuts, I am thinking of Philip in a way I haven’t for months. Philip and despair. Philip and prognosis. Dark, glossy curls. Guarded, dutiful face. The wedding tuxedo in the back of our closet that he insisted on buying, not renting. 

         
         I get nothing from the vending machine. I only needed to look at it. I risk the brittle floor and then, behind a faded seafoam
            curtain, I watch the PA vacuum glass off Xavier’s body with a Dirt Devil, administer four stitches to the cut on his forehead,
            eight more to his forearm. Twelve stitches. Impossibly, only twelve. I watch as if I’ve never administered stitches myself.
            I don’t say I’m a doctor, that I’ve completed every requirement, have my diploma, my license, but will never voluntarily sit
            in a hospital break room again. That six months ago, when I met Xavier, I left everything behind. That in two weeks we’re
            moving in together. That I’ve enrolled for six more years of school. To do what I wanted to do in the first place.
         

         
         Instead, I imagine the moment just before the motorcycle. Laughing. Maybe we should pull off behind the dam for a quickie. At my parents’ place we’ll have to sleep in different bedrooms. Cubans, I say and shrug. Catholics, he says and shrugs. The blind curve. The moment of knowing with its catalogue of potential morbidity: fatality, internal
            hemorrhage, brain injury, peripheral neuropathy, opportunistic infection, amputation, paralysis. Philip, right there, invisible.
            A sinking feeling, not even a thought. I push him away. I think of the dead man’s helmet obscuring all visible damage, the
            visor up, his head resting on the pavement as if he has only lain down for a nap. I think of the two parallel streams running
            downhill, fluorescent green, deepest red. I think of his open eyes, his tanned skin, of whispering to him. Everything’s okay. The ambulance is coming. Those people have excellent training. I know that for a fact.

         
         It’s so absurd. I’ve dissected a corpse. In the hospitals where I did my rotations, people died left and right, but I’ve never
            actually seen it. The S reaching up. The last exhalation filling the world like omniscience.
         

         
          

         My mother arrives to the emergency room in a flurry of helpless panic.

         
         My father does not come at all. I take his phone call in the parking lot, outside the automatic double door. He doesn’t ask me if I’m all right. The series of questions he does ask me amounts to an interrogation. 

         
         Who was driving?

         
         Why did you let him drive your car?

         
         Were you speeding?

         
         Even when I have absolved us of all possibility of blame, even when I tell him the police estimated the motorcycle was going
            70 in a 25, that our skid marks show us on our side of the road, that the motorcycle left no skid marks at all, he isn’t satisfied.
            He falls silent, but he does not show concern, he does not give me anything that might pass for support.
         

         
         Keep me posted, he says and hangs up.
         

         
         That night, I sneak into Xavier’s room and stare at him as he sleeps in the guest room of my parents’ house. All limbs accounted
            for. No disfigurement. Alive.
         

         
         I take off my clothes. I wake him by climbing on top of him and putting my hand gently over his mouth. His eyes are surprised
            when they open, unsure, then grateful. It isn’t desire that drives it. I want to wake up. From that blank mind—the roof collapsing,
            the windshield exploding—from that consuming ocean that no longer feels peaceful. I don’t have any other way to say it. I
            am not in my body, and I want to come back.
         

         
         But it doesn’t work.

         
          

         I don’t want to get into any cars, even parked ones. A fear. A resistance. Like a radioactive glow emanating from the metal
            and the spark plugs and the reclining seats.
         

         
         Our leases are up on the Lower East Side, and our new lease doesn’t start for another week, so we have to stay at my parents’
            house, and on the road we have to drive if we leave, there is a bloody splotch like badly cleaned-up roadkill. That was his
            head. That was my hand, reaching, and two parallel streams running downhill: the car, the motorcyclist, bleeding out.
         

         
         In my own skin, I am only comfortable in bed, swaddled in silence.

         
         My mother comes in squeaky slippers. She wants me to go to Mass with her. Pray. Get out the rosewood rosary she got me for
            my First Holy Communion. She doesn’t understand why I can’t get out from under the covers, why I get up and then get back
            in.
         

         
         Xavier goes into the city to talk to a pastor he’s never met. When he returns, the clouds are gone from his eyes. It seems wrong to me. Flip. But then I turn it on myself, put blame into it. Xavier never saw the S, the sheet drawn over the motorcyclist’s face. He had to be told. Strapped to a gurney in the ambulance, he started sobbing
            and couldn’t stop. I can’t shed a single tear. So which one of us is abnormal?
         

         
         All practicality, full of hope for the future, Xavier makes coffee, buys packing tape, rents a U-Haul. He sits on my bed.
            He tells me he dreamed of a drop of water bouncing up from the surface of the ocean and then falling back in. The motorcyclist is home, Lucy, that’s all, it’s how we all go. For a moment I hate him for this wisdom, this reductionism. I don’t tell him about the S reaching for the sky. Again. Again. The S. The sky a vault of breath. Or that I tried to tether his spirit, after I understood, holding his hand on sun-hot asphalt,
            whispering lies.
         

         
          

         Five days after the accident, when I wake and begin weeping before I can even muster the energy to sit up, my mother runs
            in, takes one look at me and yells to my father—“She’s crying!”—as if she is wholly unqualified to handle such an eventuality.
         

         
         My father comes. He takes my hand nervously and tells me it’s shock, that it will pass, and finally, when I cannot gather
            myself even for three full seconds, he does what he always does: he loses his temper. Consider this your wake-up call, Lucy, he says, the universe is telling you to get your life in order.

         
         What the hell are you saying? I ask him.
         

         
         But I know what he’s saying. He wants me to regress. To my husband. To my career. To socially condoned misery.

         
         Scholar? my father’s said. What does that mean, scholar? Are you changing it to historian now? What does historian mean? What will they pay you for,
               exactly? He acts like he’s never heard of a university. Like he’s never read a history book. Seen a documentary. Do you have any idea how much I paid for your medical school? You’re a doctor. Do you hear me? A doctor. And every time he’s greeted Xavier—not a doctor—he’s looked him up and down with a scowl, as if Xavier was an intruder, a
            hitchhiking vagrant I picked up at the side of the road.
         

         
         This is your wake-up call.

         
         Wearily, with no anger or amusement, my sister’s words echo in my head. If you’re going to rebel, couldn’t you have picked something more exciting than Cuban history, for God’s sake? Couldn’t you
               have become a fucking stripper? My sister. Also a doctor. Married to—what else?—a doctor.
         

         
         On the messy bureau across from my bed, in the room in my parents’ house with all my high school preoccupations—black-and-white
            sketches of Snow White and the Wicked Witch, poster-sized photos of ballerinas en pointe, a panorama of Cuba’s Valley of Viñales—still
            framed on the walls, I can see the stack of textbooks I bought prematurely, out of excitement. Cuba: Between Reform and Revolution. The Cuban Revolution: Origins, Course and Legacy. The Lost Apple: Operation Pedro Pan,
               Cuban Children in the U.S. and the Promise of a Better Future. By the time my father leaves my room, despite the trace feelings of defiance beginning to stir in me, the books look like
            traitors, like the impulse buys of an impetuous little girl. Or maybe the impulse buys of a little girl unduly influenced
            by a personage named Xavier.
         

         
          

         Maybe the third week I knew Xavier, I showed up for dinner at his apartment and he met me at the door wearing a Balinese sarong
            and nothing else. The lights were off. Candles were lit on every surface, like torches. He was blasting opera and the whole
            place smelled of the curry he was cooking. Maybe this would have made no impression on someone else, on hipper, more bohemian
            New Yorkers, but never in my conformist, immigrant life had I experienced anything approaching his level of uncontained self-expression.
         

         
         He scared me. He drew me the way light draws winged insects. The unexpected infinity of passions, of joyfully seizing whatever
            life makes available. He was exuberant, recklessly optimistic, interested in everything, best friends in five minutes with
            the man at the next table at a restaurant, or the traveler at the bar, liable to offer his couch to any nomad passing with
            a camel. Four times he broke up with me amiably, once on Valentine’s Day, convinced it was too soon after my separation, or
            his broken-off engagement, or that I meant what I said: I wasn’t going to get legally married ever again. Each time he came
            back sheepishly the next day.
         

         
         I broke up with him too, once. For the same reasons.

         
         It was maddening. Pushing and pulling, a friend of mine called it, the Great Honesty Experiment. She and I used to do an interpretive dance around her living room: sea anemone—so beautiful and exposed, trying to tempt a little fish—closing quickly at the first sign of a serious customer, closing quickly and counterproductively, closing anxiously, closing even before the certainty of a next meal. 

         
         So when Xavier and I decided to give this a shot in earnest, I couldn’t really blame my father. Though I did.

         
         We’ve been two black sheep since the beginning, Xavier and me, the crows above us laughing, like wiser older brothers, and
            kicking down snow.
         

         
          

         I try to channel Xavier’s energy. Downstairs and in the front yard of the house, he is airing out hand-woven rugs and determining
            what comes with us and what goes into storage. Savior. My second chance. I think of the S reaching up. I think of the stream of blood flowing downhill like water. But not my S, not my blood. My father has already thought to point that out. You didn’t die, Lucy. You’re fine. Snap out of it.

         
         I don’t remember telling my father about the S. Where? In the parking lot outside the sliding doors of the ER? Or that night, when we came home to his face—stern, worried—in
            the rectangular frame of the open front door? I only remember what he said. That didn’t happen. That’s just something your brain does.

         
         Seeping, like my soul leaving my body.

         
         Breath.

         
         My breath.

         
         I don’t believe in karma, or fate, or any of the rest of it, but there’s something I haven’t told anyone about the motorcyclist who jumped headfirst through my windshield. He looked like the husband I have not yet fully left. Philip, yes. The doctor. The saint. Same coloring and slight build, the same indifference to fashion. By that I mean brand-less jeans and the kind of sneakers his mother bought him in junior high because they were cheapest. Philip. Who doesn’t want the divorce. Who’s cried, begged, pleaded. Whose dark, curly hair was long and carefree when we met, cut closer and closer to his scalp each passing year. Who was loyal, dutiful. And eventually, deadened, plodding, one foot in front of the other, like a man made to march. Somehow his has become the last word, Philip’s, and the motorcyclist’s, wedded. The motorcyclist’s tattooed wrist, frail side up on the pavement—not Philip’s, not Philip’s, I keep telling myself that—pierces my chest, is a catalyst, a combustible that makes a volcano of my guilt. 

         
          

         I let Xavier pack all my things into the U-Haul. I get in it and ride it upstate, rigid and terrified, as if I am riding in
            a rolling coffin. I unpack. I go to my orientation. I meet the other students, the professors, have drinks on the grass in
            the quad. I start classes.
         

         
         Everywhere I go, I’m only half there. It’s as if I’m standing a foot behind myself, watching. As if everything is happening
            to someone else. When I finally open the books, my stomach churns as if I’ve taken poison. My head begins to throb. My vision
            blurs.
         

         
         Get your life in order.

         
          

         But I gave Philip time, like he asked. Too much time. And words. And quiet therapists’ offices with beige armchairs.

         
         There are so many things I can blame for the failure of our marriage, but I blame medical school. The crushing pressure, doubling
            down on both of us, the hours of sleep lost to studying, the sheer volume of information obliterating all natural curiosity.
            The fear—terror—of making one fatal mistake. Daily, all impulses of optimism receded into the past. The world drained slowly
            of wonder, of beauty, until all that was left was illness. And then: adulthood. No more mischief. No more skinny dipping,
            our olive skins glistening, in a darkened indoor pool after closing time. No lazy afternoons in the sun. No beaches. No jokes.
            The smile on his Mediterranean face turned slowly into an insomniac’s scowl, his lean, tan arms faded almost to ash. I know
            all that doesn’t necessarily follow, it doesn’t have to, but it did, with us.
         

         
         And now in hospitals, outpatient clinics, private practices, the walls close in on me, the air feels as if it has been replaced
            with hydrogen cyanide. I want to be outside, with the living. With the scavengers and the sinners. With Xavier.
         

         
          

         Xavier is a freelance journalist. He works as little or as much as he wants, picking his stories according to the exotic location
            he wants to visit. Dubai, Tibet, Kazakhstan, the Takla Makan desert, one of the driest places on earth, with a name that means
            He Who Goes In Does Not Come Out.
         

         
         He has no office to go to. No patients who will die without him. Hardly any obligations at all. That’s what drew me.

         
         But suddenly Xavier—what he does, what he doesn’t do—seems irresponsible, frivolous, perilously lacking in moral fiber or financial prudence. 

         
         At night in our newly rented house, Xavier pours me a glass of wine and examines me with bright eyes. He wants to know everything.
            What I’m reading. If I like the professors. If I think I can be friends with any of the other students. I put on a show, but
            after a while he has to ask. Are you all right?

         
         Yeah. Bit of a headache.

         
         Another one?

         
         Yeah. I try to smile. I think I’ll get to bed early. And I stand up.
         

         
         It’s not just the car accident. The S. It’s the divorce. It’s the career change. It’s moving in. My parents aren’t speaking to me, because I yelled at my father
            for what he said—get your life in order—or I am not speaking to them—because he said it, because he always says it—and I haven’t actually done any of the reading.
         

         
          

         Every motorcycle I see accelerates my breath, the real ones as well as the ones I only imagine rushing at me out of the corner
            of my eye. My life begins to feel like a horror movie, my body braced—always braced—for the bad about to happen. It cannot
            relax. It cannot drop vigilance.
         

         
         I go to the campus mental health service. I take up meditation at their suggestion. For a week, sometimes two, it’s like the
            sky clears. I do my reading, I feel the pull of excitement and curiosity. And then I cannot convince myself that someone’s
            spilled green slushy on the sidewalk isn’t a spill of bodily fluids. And at the dark wine bar full of Spanish leather, everything
            romance and beguiling mystery, I cannot convince myself the bartender is not pouring me a goblet of blood.
         

         
         Everything all right? Xavier’s hand on my forearm.
         

         
         I have to go outside to breathe the cold air, sobering, almost aggressive as it pushes into my lungs.

         
         A car pulls out of a parking spot and accelerates, and a boy out too late shoots out on a skateboard and grabs the bumper for a free ride. I visualize him against the pavement, two parallel streams running out from under his head, and I have to sit down on the frigid concrete and put my head between my knees. I have to focus on my breath. Until my mind succeeds at putting us in boxes: a boy who has never been touched by death, a woman who cannot un-touch it. 

         
         It turns into this:

         
         I don’t sleep anymore. Not in any kind of normal way.

         
         The nausea never leaves me. The grief. The fear.

         
         The S. The tattooed wrist.
         

         
         My scalp constricts around my skull like a vise. But it isn’t only my head, a searing throb behind the eyes, my vision a blur
            with no depth, no perception. The pain coils around my spine, reaches into my stomach, and ends . . . nowhere.
         

         
         CAT scans, blood tests, cocktails for anxiety. It is humiliating to be on the other side of these investigations.

         
         I take my medicine begrudgingly—an admission of failure—and none of it goes well. Neurontin keeps me in such a fog it’s impossible
            to select eggplants from the stack at the grocery. Flexeril, Soma, Skelaxin, Baclofen—muscle relaxants—keep me practically,
            but not actually, asleep. And epilepsy drugs, off-label for migraines, for cluster headaches, for unexplained vision changes.
            I can’t sleep, and then I sleep for eighteen hours a pop. The cure is worse than the illness and is in fact no cure at all.
            Psychiatric buzz words characterize my appointments. Somatizing disorder. Adrenal time. Memories that exist with an altered
            time signature. Memories stored in isolation from reality. Memories rehearsed as if for a guarantee against the future. Theories—circular,
            endlessly spinning theories—that help not at all.
         

         
         Meanwhile, everything is loud, I’m dizzy, vomiting, head pounding, I can’t get out of bed for five days, ten days, then a
            little better for a week, and then it starts over.
         

         
         There is no injury they could have seen at the emergency room after the car accident. There is no injury—none—that they can
            see.
         

         
          

         The world becomes confusing. When I wake up in the morning, I can’t remember if Xavier is home or if he’s gone on assignment.
            Some days I cannot remember my phone number, or the names of the professors I am asking for extensions. I can’t remember expressions.
            The turns of phrase. Or the word. The word for when you sense but can’t remember that whatever just happened has happened
            before, in exactly the same way.
         

         
         Some days, Xavier sits by the bed and strokes my hair, and I think of that grandmother from the wedding. Not her encouragement, her validation, but her toast, her advice. Treat each other gently. Not all days will be as joyful as this one.

         
         Winter comes like a mirror. A vast gray cloud pressing down. Snow that never stops. Gusts of wind that force me back into
            the house as into a cave.
         

         
         One day, Xavier bundles me up and drives me to Lake Ontario. Hand warmers in my boots and my gloves, only my Caribbean face
            exposed. He walks me down a wooded path and out onto the sand. He runs to the water and walks on it. He stands on the crest
            of a wave. Isn’t it beautiful? he says, beaming. It’s frozen all the way across!

         
         Frozen all the way across.

         
         I cannot cry. I cannot even breathe.

         
          

         539 Suicide Lane, that’s what someone in the support group calls it.

         
         It’s more common than you think. Ask anyone walking the streets outside if they’ve ever had an hour like this, or a year.
            Yes. A whole year of wondering—idly—how to do it. Of hoping, with nothing like intent, for a bus in the middle of the street.
         

         
         Xavier worries about money, but I don’t notice. Xavier feels sad—the motorcyclist, his called-off wedding, the way his own
            family has rejected him—but I don’t notice. Xavier feels panic, covers it with optimism and denial, he feels insufficient,
            trapped. I don’t notice. And every cheerful thing he says repels me like the wrong end of a magnet.
         

         
         He introduces me to the Tarot, and I pull the card from the deck again and again: the Tower, the archetypal tower, crumbling,
            in flames, and a person jumping, falling through thin air.
         

         
         I don’t know who I am.

         
         In India, they call this condition the day before Enlightenment. Upstate—you can imagine—they give me more minuscule, ineffectual
            doses of distraction.
         

         
         But it isn’t 539 Suicide Lane. Not really. It’s just 1, just looking down the road of what could be. And the comforting—so
            comforting—notion: Plan C.
         

         
         Xavier, domestic by then, fetching in no shirt and his sky-blue pajama pants, can sometimes console me, but I don’t tell him, and he does what Philip would never have done. He goes away. He needs a break, he says, from the backwater we’ve moved to. A vacation. A month in a friend’s garret apartment in the West Village. He leaves. He leaves me. 

         
         And I hate him. I hate him in earnest.

         
          

         When Xavier insists I visit him for the weekend, he throws a dinner party. White wine, a roast chicken, fingerling potatoes,
            sautéed spinach, and his signature pan-fried risotto cakes. I left Philip for Xavier ten days after I’d met him and Xavier
            called off his wedding nine days out, a story he celebrates loudly in front of every audience. The very retelling feels to
            me like an indictable offense. The subsequent laughter strikes me as excess, as disrespectful. The world should be dressed
            in black. We should all of us be building a city underground.
         

         
         My head again. What’s wrong with me?

         
         I have no medical answers. This is happening because I’m a Cuban, I begin to think. It’s an immigrant thing. A refugee thing.

         
         Because in all of this, Xavier is opposite to me. Hopeful. Nauseatingly positive. Blue-eyed, fair, so blond that when he sleeps,
            he looks like a child, like a mischievous little cherub finally, finally tired out. Obviously, Xavier is not a Cuban. Not
            that I would know what to do with a Cuban. Locked horns all day and all night—like my father and me—voting Democrat just to
            spite him, picking fights about coffee brands, yelling, threatening divorce, compensating with gifts I can’t afford, sitting
            mute and holding hands in front of Univision every time another dissident is executed in Cuba.
         

         
         Dance with me, Lucy, Xavier says, in the tiny garret apartment. Someone has turned on the big band station and Xavier knows how to swing. I try.
            I don’t want to tell him about the headache. Finally I feign a laugh, say the space is too small for dancing.
         

         
         When everyone is gone and the only noise is the hum of the city beyond the windows, I decline Xavier’s invitation to join
            him in the shower. I climb onto his friend’s lofted bed. I crawl into the little alcove, press my back against the wall, and
            I weep. For no reason. For no good reason. Is this a life, with Xavier? Weeping at a nonstop party? The one who lived, who
            wasn’t even driving and can’t go on, doesn’t know how, isn’t capable?
         

         
          

         My father never told me that during the Bay of Pigs invasion, he and his parents were stuffed into a school auditorium in Havana with hundreds of other suspected counterrevolutionaries and held at gunpoint by fifteen-year-olds. Or that his father was tortured in jail for refusing to put a Communist plaque on his desk at work. Or that his mother began to lose her mind when the secret police made a headquarters across the street. My mother told me, after I started reading the history books. But I knew it even before she told me. I knew it by the way my father holds his body, by the way his papers have to be arranged just so, by the way he cleaves so tightly to the notion of progress, of never looking back. You can’t slow down, he’s said to me so many times. You’ve got to keep moving. You’ve got to go forward. You’ve got to succeed. And at night, he surfs the news channels with a look on his face of intense vigilance. As if reading facial expressions for
            code. For deception. For apocalypse.
         

         
          

         Childhood abuse predisposes you to this kind of thing, verbal or otherwise, that’s what therapists say. A sensitive temperament.
            Trauma of any kind. Explosions, certainly. Or an early fright. Or a prolonged period of stress. A consistent feeling of unsafety.
         

         
         Genetics are involved. Propensities. Sequencing.

         
         But another kind of genetics too, that’s my theory. For a child, from a parent, panic is heritable by touch, by proximity.
            Calamitous thinking, too. Threatening, traumatized, dysfunctional patterns. Threaded into the DNA.
         

         
         All it takes, then, is a confluence of traumatic events in a short period of time—a divorce, a career change, a family feud,
            actual, physical violence—and your brain connects a zillion dots of personal and ancestral suffering.
         

         
         The ramifications are predictable: mild or even extreme agoraphobia, a preference for the bare feet against the earth, hiding
            like an animal wherever you can see all means of egress.
         

         
          

         Xavier is impulsive, I’ve always known that. Or he wouldn’t have called off his wedding nine days out. After knowing me little
            more than a week. Not for me, exactly. But because of me, yes, that’s almost a certainty.
         

         
         Impulsive. Unreliable. Of limited and inconsistent means. Xavier.

         
         But also kind.

         
         When he comes back from his vacation in the city and finds me in a ball in the bed, not having eaten for days, he’s lost his resentment, his frustration, and he crawls in with me. He lets me cry against his shoulder. He strokes my hair and holds me against his broad chest. The worst is over, Lucy-Lu, he says softly. You’re finding your feet. Every day you’re finding new ground. Look how brave you’ve been. Half the world is too afraid to
               take a risk and try something different. Half the world would rather live in misery. Or blow something up. Everything’s okay
               now.

         
         Everything’s okay now.

         
         The ambulance is coming.

         
         Those people have excellent training.

         
          

         I go to the neurologist. Again. Again. He’s condescending. He treats me like a psychosomatic. Like a head case.

         
         I am a head case. I say I want to be with the living, but I spend my time studying the dead. I say I want to take risks—carpe diem!—but I won’t even go to the library.
         

         
         Secretly, without admitting, I believe all of this is Xavier’s fault. If not for Xavier, I would never have left medicine,
            displeased my parents, abandoned Philip. I would never have dared to think this fucked-up world could be a safe place for
            me. That sane people—full-blown adults—have a right to be happy. I would never have touched ecstasy. Like a manic-depressive.
            Like an idiot.
         

         
         So many classes of controlled substances, of numbing down. Relief filled with venom. A milder kind of impermanent death.

         
         I lied before, all right? I believe in karma. And superstitiously, in Santería, in the lethal power of anger. I think you can hex someone as easily as you can spit on the ground. This knowledge arises, takes weeks to coalesce into form: in reliving that instant of knowing—the motorcycle suspended in air, the dappled sunlight—again, again, I’m making up a story for myself. A story that becomes a reality, goes back to story, reality, story. It’s a fist of anger hurling through the air. It’s the men—the father, the husband, the dictator—on their thrones. And there’s no other option. I am the bad girl. Leaving my responsible career, my good, dutiful doctor, what everyone wants for me except me. For what? To call them out, to rabble-rouse, to make a shitload of trouble. So they punished me. And any time they want to—when I open those history books, when I slip into bed with a man who believes so recklessly in freedom—they can punish me again. 

         
          

         I think about it every day, but I don’t walk away from Xavier.

         
         One Friday in July, my Cubaneo flares up.
         

         
         You left me, I say. You were a coward. You thought I was contagious.

         
         You’re right, he says. I was a coward.

         
         His appeasement infuriates me. Stop being such a fucking child, I say. This is serious. Life is serious.

         
         There. I’ve said it. I’ve admitted to myself I can’t understand how he’s made it to adulthood—filled in such a robust body,
            a chest with hair on it—with all his undimmable radiance intact. That there’s something suspect about it. That it reeks of
            privilege. And exploitation. And imperialistic entitlement. And immaturity. Happy self-absorption that is culturally—and historically—sickening.
         

         
         Okay, he says. He looks angry. Desperate. At the end of his rope. Yes, he says. Fine. Absolutely. Life is serious, Lucy. And then what?

         
          

         This is the part of the story where there’s supposed to be a big climax.

         
         There’s no big climax.

         
         One day I do the simple thing. The hard thing. I get up.

         
         I can’t tell you why. Why that day. Why at all.

         
         Except: the getting up is a form of revenge. Against Philip—his eye rolls, his interruptions, his disparagements—because that’s
            what it came to, a slicing, belittling knife alternating with the subtlest, most calculated put-downs and not a drop of sainthood
            left. Revenge, too, against my father, that “little” Operation Peter Pan refugee. The unacknowledged truth that bursts like
            a giant bubble through lava? His lifelong actions toward me amount to exactly the same kind of cruelty, and his historically
            verified suffering offers not an ounce of justification for it.
         

         
         It’s not so easy for me to say it, but there’s revenge against Xavier too. I mean, fuck this shit. Learn to be gentle with each other, yes, fine, but why should Xavier—and his class, his type, his ethnicity—have the only permanent lease on possibility?
         

         
         And finally, revenge aside, what is history, really, but collective adrenal time? Memories that exist collectively with an altered time signature. Memories collectively stored in isolation from reality. Memories rehearsed as if for a guarantee against the future which never, no matter what historians say, repeat, not really, not to the same people, not the same way. 

         
         I get up. I fall again. I get up.

         
         There are Good Samaritans on that road. “Scholars.” I never tell them any of this, but they must see it all over my face.
            The way they fuss and tell me how smart I am. The way they line up to feed me. And Xavier. Of course Xavier. He holds my hand
            as my soul tries to leave my body. He tethers me. He tells me lies. Beautiful, romantic, optimistic lies.
         

         
          

         Youth is a perfect sphere—crystal, hollow—dropped by the moon at our birth. All our lives we think we’re floating—flying—toward
            the earth. But we fall. Fragile. Eyes wide open, faces excited with anticipation, with something like pride. That’s what I
            knew, in the days of upstate winters.
         

         
         Xavier disagreed wholeheartedly. Forget the moon. The card he pulled from the Tarot deck again and again—do I even have to
            write it?—was the Sun. For him, all experience was fruitful. On a walk through snowy woods he told me about the tree he saw
            once. A shard of glass was wedged into its trunk.
         

         
         Who would do a thing like that? I said.
         

         
         It doesn’t matter. Listen. The trunk grew around it, he said, unimpeded but not unaffected.

         
         That’s what he did with the dead motorcyclist. He mourned him, instantly, without hesitation, by eating him—like a handful
            of almonds, like a steak sandwich—then he grew around him, unimpeded but not unaffected, and he took it even one step further. He made him useful. He wrote about him. He honored him by carrying him around—by giving
            him a place in history—and then, by living.
         

         
         So did I. Finally.

         
         The analyst’s couch, yes, the face carefully devoid of judgment. But mostly, I found solace in the bark of a sacred tree.
            In a stone Buddha. In a silent river. Outside, every spring: a resurgence like a betrayal, unstoppable, luminous, the unfair
            advantage the living have over the dead. I can’t explain it, but maybe you can hear it: the indifferent exuberance—alive,
            alive!—of birds at dawn?
         

         
         As a result, I can get into any car now. I prefer buses, admittedly, trains, rubber dinghies. I’ve stopped rehearsing the likely blow to the rear fender, the sideswipe, the coma. 

         
         I’m off the pills.

         
         I’m out of the bed.

         
         Most days.

         
         But I was right to know it—the seeping soul, the shift of the lens—that my life would never be the same. Every day when Xavier
            kisses me goodbye to go to the grocery, or the airport, I think it will be the last. Accident, heart attack, melanoma, flu,
            schizophrenic stabbing. The mind spins so many webs. At the door, or my desk, or the cozy armchair I’m in right now, I entertain
            these thoughts. And I set them aside.
         

         
         This morning, the house is quiet. It smells of coffee. I can still feel the kiss Xavier placed on my neck before he went downstairs,
            and for the first time in a long time, I don’t remember waking to notice the razor thin scars next to his eye. I don’t think
            of Philip, or the accident. In my morning meditation, I feel free of all of it, though I speak, as I sometimes do, to the
            dead motorcyclist. He comes to me with a sad face and holds my upturned wrists solemnly, as if holding my heart.
         

         
         But there’s something deceptive about all this domesticity, all this calm.

         
         That nameless panic in my chest hasn’t so much faded, as brought things into focus.

         
         Everything is visceral now. Sharper. Closer.

         
         My synapses crave as if for hallucinogens. Electricity—that’s the only word for it—courses through me like crack, like meth,
            and my system of nerves is so easily overwhelmed. What I’m talking about—presence, living—holds no artifice now. No veil.
            No distance.
         

         
         Pleasure is letting the tidal wave hurl me into rocks.

         
         Pain is floating gently into the face of a ravishing sun.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            The Little Widow from the Capital

            Yohanca Delgado

         
         
         from The Paris Review

         
         The widow arrived at LaGuardia on a Sunday, but the rumors about the woman who had rented a big apartment, sight unseen, had
            taken an earlier flight. We had already reviewed, on many occasions and in hushed tones, in the quiet that comes after long
            hours of visiting, what little we knew about the widow and her dead husband.
         

         
         About her life in the old country, we asked the obvious questions: Were there children? Cheryl heard from a friend who still
            lived in the Dominican Republic that they had only been married a year when he died. Had her husband been rich? No, our sources
            in the old country said, poor as a church mouse, with a big family to support out in el campo. Had the husband been handsome?
            Yes, in a rakish sort of way. And with what we knew we created him in our minds: medium height with a mop of curly hair and
            an easy laugh, walking down Saona Beach in a white linen guayabera, dropping suddenly to one knee. We ourselves felt a flutter
            in our hearts.
         

         
         On the day the widow finally arrived in New York, the rain came in fast, heavy drops that sounded like tiny birds slamming
            into our windows. She emerged from the taxi with a single battered suitcase and, little-girl small, stared up at our building
            as the rain pelted her face. Behind us our men and children called out for their dinners, but we ignored them. We would wonder
            later if she had seen our faces pressed up against the windows, on all six floors, peering out over flowerpots full of barren
            dirt.
         

         
         We watched her until she made her way out of the rain and into the lobby. Those of us lucky enough to live on the fourth floor squinted through our peepholes or cracked open our doors as the super carried her suitcase to the three-bedroom apartment she was renting. How could she afford it? 

         
         The little widow walked behind the super, her gait slow and steady on the black-and-white tiles of the hallway. He was rambling
            about garbage pickup and the rent. She was younger than we expected her to be, thirty, maybe. The amber outfit was all wrong
            for the chilly autumn weather. She was from Santo Domingo, but she looked like a campesina visiting the city for the first
            time, everything hand-sewn and outdated by decades. She wore an old-fashioned skirt suit, tailored and nipped at her round
            waist, and a pair of low-heeled black leather pumps. Seeing them made us glance down at our own scuffed sneakers and leggings.
            On her head, she wore a pillbox hat, in matching yellow wool sculpted butter-smooth. She dressed her short, plump body as
            though she adored it.
         

         
         Instantly, we took a dislike.

         
          

         We ourselves had been raised on a diet of telenovelas and American magazines, and we knew what beauty was. We gathered after
            dinner to laugh at her peculiar clothes. We murmured with fake sympathy about her loneliness, and joked that she might turn
            our husbands’ heads. When we ran into her, though, we smiled and asked her how she was finding New York.
         

         
         We began to invent stories about the little widow’s life: torrid affairs that had driven her husband to die of heartbreak,
            a refusal to give him children, a penchant for hoarding money—we repeated the tales until we half-believed them. The drama
            of the little widow’s previous life became richer and denser, like a thicket of fast-growing ivy. Who did she think she was,
            anyway? Living alone in that big apartment?
         

         
         The little widow seemed to understand what we expected of her: she muttered only quiet thank-yous when we held the door open
            as she struggled with her groceries, or when we helped her up after she slipped on a patch of ice in front of the building
            and landed flat on her back. As briskly as she could, she composed herself and disappeared, her head bowed low into the collar
            of her quaint amber coat.
         

         
         When we heard that the little widow could sew, we started bringing her dresses and pants to hem, mostly because we wanted to know how she lived. The little widow’s three-bedroom apartment was laid out like the others, but as she worked, our eyes darted hungrily between her and the contents of her sewing room. 

         
         Her hair was curly, dyed reddish brown, and cut short around a pointed chin. When we got to see her up close, we noted that
            though she did have deep creases at the corners of her eyes, she did not have a widow’s peak. Her eyes were a dark hazel,
            and her pupils so small they looked like pinpricks.
         

         
         The little widow had wallpapered her sewing room with a cheap burlap. When one of us slipped a fingernail underneath a panel
            and discovered that the rough cloth was glued on, we crossed ourselves and said a quick prayer for the little widow’s security
            deposit.
         

         
         On that burlap the little widow had embroidered massive, swaying palm trees, so finely detailed that we could almost feel
            a salty breeze warm our faces as we stood on her tailor’s pedestal. Running our fingertips across the embroidered walls we
            could feel the braille of her labor; the grains of sand were individually stitched, as if the little widow knew each one.
            The ocean seemed to ripple and surge as the little widow worked around us in meditative silence, kneeling near our ankles
            with a pin between her lips. She was so gentle and fluid in her movements, her soft skin creasing like a plump baby’s around
            the pincushion she wore on her wrist.
         

         
         We liked her in those moments, but even so, we didn’t invite her to our birthday parties or gatherings at Christmas, though
            we knew she was alone in that large apartment, watching the passing of the seasons, just as we did, through black-barred windows.
         

         
          

         We imagined she would soon have to take in a subletter to make ends meet. We mentioned that a cousin was coming to work at
            a coffee-filter factory and needed a place to live. She didn’t have a lot of money yet, we explained, but she would be able
            to pay back rent on a room once she started collecting paychecks. And that could be a good source of extra income!
         

         
         The little widow tilted her head to one side and appeared to think about it. She said yes, and Lucy, a single girl from Higüey,
            moved into the little widow’s spare bedroom.
         

         
          

         The goodwill the little widow won among us was short-lived. On a visit to get a skirt hemmed, Sonia asked to use the restroom and snuck into the little widow’s bedroom. Like the wall of her sewing room, the wall across from her bed was covered with burlap, and on that canvas the little widow had hand-stitched tidy rows of Limé dolls. 

         
         The faceless dolls looked just like the clay figurines tourists bought as souvenirs. They varied in hair and clothing—some
            wore their hair in a single thick plait, draped down the side of their necks, and some wore it down around their shoulders.
            Their dresses were every color of the rainbow and some wore Sunday hats and carried baskets of flowers. But rendered in the
            little widow’s hand, these familiar dolls took on an eerie
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