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INTRODUCTION

In an interview with Alexander Weinstein for Pleiades: Literature in Context, George Saunders said that “a story is an oomph-making machine, or it’s nothing at all.” That measure for a story’s success—Does it have the power to move the reader?—is one that I adhere to as a writer and editor, and one that the selection team applied meticulously when narrowing down the submissions for our guest editor, Robert Olen Butler. But we needed to be moved in a particular way: toward empathy, toward awareness, and toward humanity. Especially the latter. In Creative Quest, Questlove wrote that effective creative endeavors demonstrate “proof of life.” At the core, we need to know that our art is not manufactured by, say, artificial intelligence, but that it is the actual product of one human appealing to another, whether directly or over a span of time and space.

It is no surprise that humans appealing to one another would tell stories, and it is no surprise that they would tell stories about war and strife. But what is fascinating and unexpected are the manifold stories we tell about the periphery of war, the aftermath of war, the war-raging-within-a-self-or-a-society—the unstable “peace” that we live in day to day, which we know to be built on a foundation of luck and privilege. Americans, in particular, have lived so long with the paradox of being outside the war zone themselves yet, as participants in a democracy, being complicit in war-making throughout the world, that we have become immune to its depiction. In screen media, violence is inherently aestheticized, and we live at a comfortable remove from the horrific events playing out before us. Therefore, we need a different approach in order to become aware of our peculiar place in the global scheme.

“Peace” is a slippery, sometimes oily, term. Like any vast abstraction, it can conjure up associations with soaring oratory, much of which is utilized to manipulate. It is particularly hollow in the mouths of politicians (of all alignments), priests (of all faiths), and gurus (of all persuasions). Yet there is no better word in the English language for all-that-is-not-war. In this anthology, “peace fiction” means stories that are close enough to the fire to singe but not catch—depicting those moments when war is on our minds or in our hearts, not inflicted upon our bodies. It means: not a war story or an antiwar story, but a story that reveals the ripples of war that move over the surface of all our lives.

This conception of “peace fiction” is not naïve. It is not a utopian project. This anthology modestly poses whether literature has any role in furthering the ongoing pursuit of peace. If such a thing is possible, it requires the imaginative energies of creators to realize a future capable of great empathy. At its best, literature provides us with both the model and the means for achieving it. These fourteen stories are the most successful recent examples of such stories. Published in 2018 to 2019, they represent the current wave of fiction that looks outward and observes the world, rather than looking inward and repeating what we’ve already seen before.

We hope this anthology will be the first in a series of biennial anthologies that will have a different guest editor each time. Forty semifinalists were selected by me and interns at the University of Missouri, based on open submissions and the copious reading of published literary journals. These included individual journals with emphases in social justice and/or diversity, such as the Asian American issue of The Massachusetts Review, and the journal Obsidian, which is devoted entirely to works by authors of the African diaspora. These were then passed on to guest editor Robert Olen Butler, who selected fourteen stories for inclusion in the anthology.

We still have work to do to represent the true diversity of today’s working writers. Future entries into the Best Peace Fiction anthology will prioritize and center our diverse population of authors, hopefully including works that highlight issues that came to the fore since 2020: the BLM movement, Indigenous rights, anti-Asian and anti-Muslim violence, and other issues that impact minoritized groups.

Literary journals are well represented in these pages: Kenyon Review has two stories in these pages. Ploughshares has four (!). The rest have appeared in Bellevue Literary Review, The Massachusetts Review, Iowa Review, The Missouri Review, Obsidian, London Magazine, or Witness. One story was selected from the story collection All the Names They Used for God by Anjali Sachdeva.

In “Coffins for Kids!” Wendy Rawlings’s uses defamiliarization to reflect the absurdity of our twenty-first-century reality, where school shootings are a common, even weekly occurrence and where second-amendment activists rationalize the massacre of children by leveling blame at everyone but the firearms manufacturers. It approaches peace from the uneasy position of living in a violent society where war is an undeclared ethos.

“All the Names for God” by Anjali Sachdeva examines how the chaos of war swallows civilians and noncombatants and is inherently violent toward the innocent. The only peace to be achieved here is through the cathartic and fantastical exercise of dominance of will over the oppressor.

“Down to the Levant” by Joshua Idaszak conveys the texture of wartime in the periphery. “Ada, After the Bomb” by Alicia Upano looks at the periphery of war in the long view—throughout the mid- to late-twentieth century. Miranda Gold’s “A Small Dark Quiet” explores the intricacies of grief and possibilities of hope in the aftermath of war. In Denis Wong’s “The Resurrection of Ma Jun,” the plight of ethnic and religious minorities in China is depicted as a state of perpetual war. Camille F. Forbes reveals what a tautology “war and peace” can be for slaves on a plantation during the Civil War.

Dan Pope’s “Bon Voyage, Charlie” gets into how integrity can be compromised by the distortions of truth that war requires. In “A Woman with a Torch,” Mark Powell explores the psychic violence of our contemporary moment, despite the persistent illusion of peace; and whereas “L’homme blessé” by Ron Rash shows the ambiguous legacy of war’s victors, “The Man on the Beach” by Josie Sigler Sibara examines the legacy and inheritance of war’s losing side, of history’s villains.

“Letters Arrive from the Dead” by Rachel Kadish takes a haunting and lyrical approach to its subject matter. It tells the story of what lingers on in the aftermath. “The Blue River Hotel” by Stephen Henighan takes up the possibility of romantic love in wartime. Finally, “The White Spot” by Jonathan Blum registers the complexity of familial love in a time of strife.

I would venture to guess that none of the stories included in this anthology were written merely to provoke, but their provocation is valuable. Being driven to action is a literary effect. The literary cosmos isn’t merely divided into mirror stories (reflecting our lives as lived) and window stories (giving us access to exotic and distant vistas); there are water stories too, which soak the reader in their brine and involve us deeply as participants in the narrative. Like the best stories out there, these fourteen pieces are not consigned to a “single effect,” as Poe strived to evoke, but to a “multiple effect”: they cause us to feel, to think, and hopefully, to muster the will to act.

PHONG NGUYEN, editor




THE BEST PEACE FICTION




Wendy Rawlings

COFFINS FOR KIDS!

The gunman didn’t like redheads. Someone told Naomi afterward. The gunman didn’t like redheads, okay, but he liked, I don’t know, what? Blasting the brains of seven-year-olds across a wall map of the United States made out of construction paper?

Spraying bullets at kids shoving coats inside lockers? Maybe he just didn’t like maps of the United States. Maybe he had something against lockers. When he was a child, had he cut the heads off rodents? That was a thing, wasn’t it? An indicator of something gone wrong, early on? Naomi remembered her own childhood, stealing Mallomars from her mother’s stash, learning to masturbate using Barbie’s legs, shoplifting a lipstick from Macy’s. Maybe she wasn’t the numero uno best child in America, either. But growing up to blow away a bunch of second graders with a semiautomatic weapon? Picking off redheads?

Oh, and he also didn’t like girls. So Emily’d had two strikes against her. If only Naomi had birthed a brown-eyed boy, now she and Rick and the brown-eyed boy could leave New England forever, go live in New Mexico and grow edible cacti, reinvent themselves, get perma-tans. But no. Now Emily, with her wrong gender, wrong hair, was in the market for a coffin: Hey Mom, could you get me a nice box to be buried in? All the other kids have one! Rick had suggested cremation, but what parent puts her kid in an oven? Not a half-Jewish parent, that’s for sure. So a nice box it would be.

She Googled children’s coffins. Up came an image of a tattooed guy wearing a safety mask and doing something with a blowtorch. Asterisked beside the photo were the words Free Consultation with Master Craftsman Brock Hunnicut. We Send Your Little Angel to Heaven “In Style. Naomi lingered on the site, scrolling down to a photo of the guy with his wife. His dark beard reached nearly to his shirt pocket. Why had he put “In Style” in quotes? Maybe that was a trademarked phrase. The “Custom Casket” gallery showed coffins made to look like trains, like boats, like surfboards, like zebras. One had a Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle’s face on the lid; another had butterflies painted on it; another was camouflage with a deer’s head on top and, attached to the side, a child-sized rifle. The sight of a firearm made Naomi gasp; she hadn’t seen anything even resembling a gun since the Thursday Glen Belson decided he didn’t like redheads.

The deer’s-head coffin could ship in twenty-four to thirty-six hours.

She wondered if Brock Hunnicut took American Express.

When Naomi was thirteen, her favorite cousin had died of leukemia. Watching her father and her uncle weep openly at the funeral, Naomi swore she would never have kids. Instead she would have birds. Maybe a dog. She liked lizards. But when she was thirty-six, Rick convinced her to “take the goalie out,” as he put it, and half a year later she was pregnant. That a child could die of leukemia had made Naomi an atheist. Who was crazy enough to believe in a God who was a total shithead? But Emily’s death, and the deaths of her classmates Paul and Eleanor and Eleanor (all parents these days, it seemed, named their kids Eleanor), made Naomi reevaluate her atheism. A gunman wearing chain mail shooting up a third grade class? That could only mean a God did exist, and He was a total jerk. And why hadn’t anyone stopped a guy wearing freaking chain mail from entering a third grade classroom?

“We thought he was doing a presentation on the Middle Ages,” the principal told her and the other bereaved parents. Miss Oslansky wore polyester sheath dresses in primary colors with birds printed on them. Always birds. Once Rick had remarked that Miss Oslansky looked like she’d been extruded from a School-Principal-Making Machine. “We always do a unit on the Middle Ages,” she said forlornly. “One is on the Black Death.”

“A unit on the Black Death,” Naomi repeated. She and the mothers of the Eleanors stared at each other’s shoes. One of them looked as if she’d taken about nine different sedatives. The other bit at her fingernails so vehemently she drew blood. Why did little kids need to learn about the Black Death? Why couldn’t they learn about something cheerful, like—well, like what? Science had its cheerful topics—ladybugs and the eradication of disease and what-not—but history was a toughie. The Inquisition, the Holocaust, Hiroshima, the Nixon presidency. Slim pickings in the cheerfulness department. But if the curriculum was the Middle Ages, what about knights and nobles? Were knights and nobles cheerful? Knights wore chain mail, and chain mail brought her back to Glen the Gunman. Glen the Gunman had worn his chain mail as if for the battlefield, and his enemies were redheads and girls. His enemies were kids who still wet their beds (that ammonia smell wafting from her SpongeBob SquarePants sheets), and sucked their thumbs, and refused for months on end to eat anything but mashed potatoes and chocolate milk. Even if God was a total jerk, how could he set up such a one-sided matchup? Gunman versus Bed Wetters! Heavily Armed Adult against Thumb-Suckers! Why couldn’t jerk-face God direct Glen the Gunman to the middle of Kabul, where he could go head-to-blown-off-head with a suicide bomber?

Naomi thought about killing herself. I kill me, she whispered as she watered Emily’s African violet. But first, she would order a coffin for Emily. The obvious choice would be SpongeBob SquarePants, though Emily had also been fond for a while of a TV show called Pajanimals that featured animals learning valuable lessons by traveling to whimsical lands. She had especially liked a character named Cowbella, a miniature pink cow who always seemed to be wearing the same pair of purple pajamas. But that had been when Emily was much littler. Hadn’t it? Was it possible for a seven-year-old to have a period in her life when she was “much littler”? Naomi felt a burp of panic rise up in her. Soon she would forget what her daughter liked to eat, how her voice sounded, how her peed-on sheets smelled. That was why she had to kill herself. If she didn’t go to heaven, she would just end up in a coffin underground right next to Emily, and the two of them could rot together. But if she, in her atheist cynicism, had been wrong all along, she and Emily would meet up at the Holy Gates or wherever the crossroads of heaven were, wear gossamer robes or whatever angels wore, eat manna tacos from some Nirvanian food truck, bed down on a cloud.

Naomi could braid Emily’s red hair and make sure she learned about cheerful events in history, like Brown v. Board of Education and the Obama presidency. They could grow old together, or whatever you grew in heaven. Maybe you just grew wiser, and Emily could stay seven forever.

The coffin-maker had an 800 number. Good job: it wasn’t something clever like 1-80-DEADKID. The grief counselor had told her she might struggle with a sense of unreality at times. At times? The grief counselor had told her to try to anticipate what might trigger feelings of grief. What wouldn’t? “Grief produces a wide range of responses. Everyone expresses grief in his or her own fashion,” the counselor said. “Really?” Naomi wanted to ask. Wouldn’t uncontrollable weeping and suicidal ideation be pretty common ways? What were the others? Did some grievers go out and play a few rounds of golf? Drink a Mai Tai and watch the sun set? Go to Best Buy and price laptops?

“Would you be okay if I . . . weren’t around?” she asked Rick over almond butter on rice cakes for dinner. Neither of them had the presence of mind to cook, and they were between casserole deliveries from friends.

“If you went on . . . vacation?” Rick asked. In the context of Emily’s death, the word seemed obscene, like eating dog meat in front of dogs.

“Sort of. More like a retreat.” Naomi pictured her Hawaiian shirt turned into a noose. A nice New Mexico vista before she drove off the cliff.

“I could manage for a little while.”

“Okay, cool.” She tried to bring up the custom coffin thing, but the words clogged her throat. Certain things you should never have to say.

A woman answered the phone. “How can we help?” she asked. Naomi remembered a photo on the website of a woman with her hair dyed partly pink. The “family liaison.”

“I need a coffin,” Naomi heard herself say. “For my kid.” Immediately she felt she sounded too definite, too businesslike. I should be crying, she thought. I should be keening, rending garments.

“Honey, how soon do you need it?” the woman said gently.

“No giant rush,” Naomi said. “We were part of that school massacre . . .” She trailed off, unsure what to say next.

“Which one?”

Which one? Had more than one lunatic mowed down bed wetters and thumb-suckers this week? Naomi hadn’t been watching the news; Rick had thrown a towel over the television, and she hadn’t summoned the energy to remove it.

“Utah or New Hampshire? Or was it Vermont?”

“Utah?” Naomi asked. Didn’t they love kids in Utah? Didn’t Utah have a law requiring you to have kids? “New Hampshire,” she said.

“I’m deeply sorry for your loss. He was the one in chain mail, wasn’t he? Not the Darth Vader.”

“Not Darth Vader,” Naomi said. “He was the other one.” Death is not the worst of evils. That’s what General John Stark wrote after Live Free or Die to his comrades celebrating the anniversary of the Battle of Bennington. He had a cold or something and couldn’t go. Naomi had learned that in her seventh grade unit on the American Revolution. But you know what? Death actually was the worst of evils. Not your own death—nope, that wasn’t such a big song-and-dance. The worst of evils was your little girl’s brains sprayed across the construction-paper poster of the United States by some nut wearing chain mail and carrying his own personal arsenal into Plymouth Elementary School. The worst of evils was Wayne LaPierre crawling out of whatever swamp he lived in to decry the tragedy of “gun-free zones” (i.e., elementary schools).

The woman on the phone introduced herself as Jillian and said she would take down some information about the child’s “final resting place.” “How old was your little angel?” she asked.

Naomi felt a zap in her gut, like she’d swallowed a live wasp.

“Emily was seven.” Seven years and three months and eleven days and four hours.

“And what sort of theme are we thinking about?”

It could be anything, Naomi told herself. You can get a life-sized statue of Wayne LaPierre with his head shot off and his eyes poked out, roaches crawling out his eye sockets, each roach with a little speaker attached to its back that played the words mea culpa over and over again. Wait, his head couldn’t be shot off, because that might be seen as condoning gun violence. Maybe a double-life-sized statue of Emily slicing his head off with a sword. That would be effective. All the news media in the entire world would cover the funeral. But Jesus, that would be exploiting the memory of her dead daughter. What the hell was wrong with her? What was she even thinking?

“I was thinking maybe Cowbella.”

“We do Cowbella,” Jillian said. “We can do her with her buddies or without. Do you want the whole crew? Squacky, the whole nine yards?”

“Definitely Squacky.”

“Maybe they could be singing ‘Sleeping Makes Me Feel All Right.’ Though it’s a little extra for the audio.”

“I’ll spring for it,” Naomi said.

[image: image]

“I’m gonna go pick up the coffin,” she told Rick. They were eating another casserole.

“You want me to come along?”

“I’ll just whiz over and get it. Be back before you know.” She didn’t tell him it was in Texas, 2,038 miles away. She didn’t tell him the coffin theme was Pajanimals. She didn’t tell him on the way she might take a sunset detour off a cliff.

The next day, she loaded up a Styrofoam cooler with kombucha tea and a lot of cheese. Since the massacre, cheese had given her more comfort than she would have imagined cheese capable of. Those French were onto something. Maybe if the chain-mail guy and Wayne LaPierre got to eat more brie. . . . Of course, Wayne LaPierre hadn’t himself committed a gun massacre, but in his activist zeal he seemed like kind of an advocate for gun massacres. All this enthusiasm over assault weapons was kind of unseemly, like a Christian showing up at Bergen-Belsen and saying, “What a great facility.”

Plymouth, New Hampshire, was 549 miles from the National Rifle Association headquarters. Naomi could do that distance in less than a workday. Not everyone knows that located beside the NRA HQ in Fairfax, Virginia, is a wheelchair-accessible shooting range open to the public. Fifteen shooting booths. More than nine million bullets had been fired at the facility. Did people in wheelchairs actually come to shoot AK-47s at paper targets? She could go talk to that square-headed LaPierre himself, shove Emily’s blood-and-brain-spattered denim jumper in his face. Maybe she should get herself a gun to bring in—Naomi, Get Your Gun!—and scare the bejeezus out of everyone. Maybe she could dress in chain mail. Who knows, maybe they would welcome her if she showed herself to be one of them, a gun-totin’ mama with attitude!

At a Cracker Barrel on I-95, Naomi wandered through the shop with its Mason jars full of gumballs, its Moon Pies and horehound drops in paper sacks (did anyone actually buy horehound drops in paper sacks?), its vintage bicycles and hacksaws hung from the ceiling. If Emily were here she’d want the lollipop shaped like a giant mustache. Naomi had refused, once, to buy it for her. How could she have forbidden her daughter the simple pleasure of a mustache lollipop? A wave of such rage and self-recrimination washed over her that she had to dig her fingernails into her palms to prevent an urge to crack a jar full of gumballs against her skull. Go eat eggs, she told herself.

She ate eggs. She played the triangular peg puzzle with the golf tees that sat next to the napkin dispenser. Emily had loved the peg puzzle. Why hadn’t she bought Emily four hundred peg puzzles, four hundred mustache lollipops? And was that what grieving the death of a child in a consumer society came down to, hating yourself for all the crap you’d refused to buy your kid when she was alive and noodging you?

Fairfax was still four hours away. The FAQs page proved informative. Yes! Gift cards in any denomination could be purchased. No! No on-site instructors were available to provide firearm instruction, though the answer to this FAQ mentioned, helpfully, that a bulletin board with contact information for private instructors was available. Naomi could get lessons in firearm use right in the belly of the beast, inside the Holy Temple of the Right to Shoot Children at School itself! The facility was open seven days a week. Some FAQs she didn’t even understand: Does the NRA Range have someone to zero my rifle? She was willing to bet that zeroing a gun didn’t mean rendering it unable to shoot. Nope. It meant making sure the gun shot dead-center. You wouldn’t want the aim to be off, though in the case of Glen the Gunman at Plymouth Elementary that didn’t much matter, as he sprayed the room indiscriminately. A gunsmith could help you zero your rifle, but a gunsmith couldn’t do anything about getting a hand or a handle on your gunman.

Gunmen, it turned out, run in any direction they want.

In the Cracker Barrel parking lot, she stretched her hips and drank kombucha, then turned on the radio and listened to a public station out of Philadelphia. The Quakers built their first meetinghouse in 1685. Those kooky Quakers with their beliefs that God resided in everyone and therefore you shouldn’t commit violence because basically that was God you were socking in the nuts. Maybe being an atheist was too nihilistically lazy. Maybe she should become a Quaker. Could a Quaker learn to shoot at the NRA Range and then blow Wayne LaPierre’s brains against the wall with the sign on it that reads NRA: EXPLORE THE POSSIBILITIES? What were the possibilities to which that sign referred? Did Emily’s untimely death at ten in the morning, right after she finished playing “Do You Hear What I Hear?” and put away her recorder, count as a possibility to explore?

As she neared Fairfax, Naomi began to think maybe she should pick up the coffin first, then go to the shooting range. Maybe she could lug the coffin in there to show them her custom Cowbella. How heavy could a seven-year-old’s casket be? She felt herself chickening, a word she and Emily and Rick had invented to refer to that shrinking feeling when you were about to bail on a plan. No, bringing the coffin would be too histrionic; it would get her thrown out. Better to go undercover. She would be the puffy-eyed warrior, the de-motherified mother of none learning to wield a gun.

The range was weirdly hidden under the parking deck, like a survivalist’s bunker. Naomi paused in front of a large emblem of an eagle squatting on crossed rifles atop a badge printed with a United States flag. Could eagles actually squat? Maybe it was preparing to take flight, the crossed rifles gripped in its yellow talons. Maybe it was headed off to the suburbs to deliver some more firearms to psychotic personality types, angry white trigger-happy boys with Confederate flag collections.

The door opened onto a pristine lobby with a curved counter and glass display cases full of boxes of bullets bright as Good & Plentys and Mike and Ikes. A sylphlike blonde in something like a hacking jacket greeted her.

“I was hoping to see the range,” she said.

“Are you looking to shoot?” the Sylph asked.

“Eventually. I was thinking I’d start by looking and then finish up with shooting. Shooting would be the finale,” she said stupidly. “If I could borrow a gun.”

“We don’t lend. You didn’t bring yours?”

“Mine’s in the shop.” Naomi offered what she hoped was a beseeching look. “You sell them? I could buy one, like, just a little one to tide me over.” Till it comes back from the shop, good as new like a Subaru tune-up.

“You have to bring your own,” the Sylph said. “Those are the rules.”

So the NRA had rules. It wasn’t the Wild West out here in Fairfax; you couldn’t just show up and expect them to equip you with a firearm. Gunland had its own laws, no exceptions, not even if your kid had been blasted to eternity by a heavily armed kook!

“I just kind of wanted to see the place,” she said. “It’s been a dream of mine. I drove here from New Hampshire.”

“Well, you should’ve said! It’s quiet today—I’ll give you a tour.” The Sylph stepped from behind the counter. She wore black pumps with extraordinarily high heels, so she towered over Naomi in sneakers.

The. Sylph’s name was Tina. The Sylph liked to shoot. The Sylph had been working for the NRA for nine years.

“Did you ever shoot anyone?” Naomi asked.

“I only shoot to kill,” Tina said, which Naomi took to mean no.

They walked into a fluorescent-lit room with numbered booths separated by Plexiglas walls the size of doors, each one like a bathroom stall open at the back. Only one booth was occupied, by a man Naomi could only think of as furry. He wore safety glasses and blue earphones, and his bearded face looked more bearlike than human. With an enormous rifle he was blasting the crap out of a blue drawing of a person on a paper target. When they stepped into his peripheral vision, he stopped and took off his earphones. “Ladies,” he said.

“What’d that guy ever do to you?” Tina asked. Both she and Furry laughed.

“That’s Obummer,” Furry said, and the two of them laughed again.

“I voted for Obama,” Naomi said. “Twice.”

“Sorry,” Furry said, and Naomi knew he meant he was sorry she voted for Obama twice, not sorry for insulting her. This had all been a mistake. Her motives hadn’t been clear. What had she thought she’d do, choose some random gun supporters and unload her grief on them? Use Emily to try to guilt-trip them into locking up all the guns and throwing away the key?

“My daughter was killed by a school shooter,” she blurted. It was the only bullet she had.

The three of them stood looking at the pockmarked paper target.

“Well, that’s a hellacious situation, and I’m very sorry to hear it.” Furry put out his hand and grasped Naomi’s arm for a moment. That is an arm that just shot a gun, Naomi thought.

“We all need to protect ourselves,” Tina said, in a voice Naomi recognized as an NRA spokesperson voice, a commercial voice-over voice, a don’t-you-dare-argue-with-me voice.

Protect ourselves? Naomi thought. She felt herself riding over the lip of sanity and into something uncontained: an ocean of toxic junk, a vat of dismembered body parts, a galaxy of creosote and ash. What had she neglected to do in the protection department? Get a pint-sized bulletproof vest for her kid? Tuck a hand grenade in her lunchbox? Hire bodyguards to follow her from art to gym? Why hadn’t she thought of any of these things before Emily had her brains blown out? How could a mother be so negligent? Here she had been coaching her daughter on the intricacies of Common Core Math when she should have been teaching her how to dodge a bullet. Or a hail of bullets.

How did one dodge a hail of bullets?

For a long moment, Naomi pictured herself collapsing on the highly polished floor, making her messy grief the NRA’s problem. Furry and the Sylph would kneel awkwardly beside her, and she’d let her tears and snot dribble onto their capable arms, those arms that were so good at aiming and shooting, loading and reloading. The Sylph would get her a Sprite while Furry stroked the side of her head. They weren’t bad people, these gun-lovers, these rifle associators, these keepers and bearers of arms. They had just confused the importance of one kind of arms for another. From Naomi they would come to understand the nature of their confusion, would come to see how much more important than firearms human arms were—human arms with tattoos of anchors and nudes on them, and wiry black hairs, and warts, and blemishes, and carcinomas from too much tanning, and scars from cutting and suicide attempts. Once Naomi made them understand, all those arms wouldn’t want to aim guns at anyone.

Those arms would lay down their arms and learn to knit. Or juggle. Furry laid a hand on Naomi’s forearm. “What I would suggest for you,” he said, “is the Glock 26. People call it the Baby Glock. It’s subcompact.”

The Sylph nodded. “It’s not the most attractive, but you can’t beat it for reliability.”

Naomi gave her companions a close look. They wore twin expressions of concern. Even though a gun had killed her kid, and guns would continue to kill kids, these folks weren’t joking; Furry and the Sylph wanted to give her good gun-buying advice. In the universe they inhabited, it was hellacious that her kid had been blown away, but they, like good Americans, were looking toward the future, when she might not be anyone’s mother ever again but could protect herself with a Baby Glock—not attractive, not warm or affectionate, but reliable. A reliable baby. What more could you ask for?




Anjali Sachdeva

ALL THE NAMES FOR GOD

Abike stands in the doorway of my room and says, “I want to see my parents. Will you come with me?”

I don’t answer at first. I meet her gaze in the mirror but keep wrapping my skirt. Abike’s parents have moved to Abuja. My family is also in Abuja now. She knows this. Though I have called them and written letters, I haven’t seen my family since Abike and I were captured, eight years ago, when we were just sixteen. She knows this also. It is not a small favor to ask. I finish dressing.

“All right,” I say.

We hitchhike for two days, take a bus once we reach Karu. On Friday, at dusk, when the National Mosque is just lighting up against the sky, we arrive in the city. I haven’t been to Abuja since I was a child, maybe nine or ten years old, when I came here on a weekend trip with my parents. I peer from the window of the bus at the towering buildings, the sheer volume of people.

“Let’s have a night out,” I say. “We’ll do our visiting tomorrow.”

“Sure,” says Abike. Her relief tells in her shoulders. “Where do we start?”

We start at the Hilton. We are still in our country clothes, the same worn clothes we garden and market and fetch water in, and small ridges of dried mud fall from our shoes onto the polished floor of the lobby as we enter.

“Do you want to do it, or should I?” Abike asks.

“As you like.”

She nods and heads to the reception desk. The man working the counter is wearing a black suit and a crisp white shirt and has the haughtiness so common among people who serve the rich for a living, as if they are superior just from being near other people’s money. From across the room he has been scowling at us, with our dirty, rumpled clothes, but when Abike approaches and leans toward him, he becomes nervous.

“We’d like to check in,” she says in English. “The name is Okonkwo.”

He searches the computer for a moment. “I’m sorry, madam. I don’t see anything under that name for tonight.”

Abike frowns. “What kind of service is this? We’ve had reservations for months.”

The man taps at the keyboard weakly. “No, I’m very sorry.”

“Well, don’t you have anything? Is the hotel full?”

“We have some rooms on the ninth floor with two queen beds.”

“That’s fine. But we’re very upset. You should let us have it for free.”

A family of white tourists has stepped into line behind us, a fat mother and father and two skinny teenage girls wearing torn jeans and pouts. The receptionist shifts uncomfortably from foot to foot and looks away, but Abike snaps her fingers and he turns back to her. One of the teenagers giggles, but the man shows no sign that he’s heard her. He is eyeing Abike as though she is a dog and he is a cornered rat.

I’ve seen this face many times before, on many men. This man is used to difficult people, rich people, demanding foreigners. He is used to coolly and politely declining unreasonable requests, but this time he finds he can’t do it. He looks as though he would like to cry. Abike taps her finger slowly against the stone counter and for a moment even I believe I can hear the click of manicured nails, though I’m looking at the blunt tips of her fingers. She’s very good.

“I can’t,” he pleads. “I’m not allowed to give rooms for free.”

“Really?” Abike’s displeasure rolls out in waves. She sets one fingertip lightly on the cuff of his suit and he flinches. Another employee comes to ask him a question, but he doesn’t seem to hear her.

“We would really like that room,” Abike says, and she lets the silence accumulate between the two of them like a growing weight.

“Well, it’s our mistake,” the man says at last. He puts two key cards in a paper sleeve and hands them to Abike.

“Thank you,” she says. She smiles at him and he smiles back idiotically. His relief is overwhelming him; he’s so grateful that he has been able to give her what she wants. He nods his head eagerly and she turns to me and picks up her duffel. The tourist family stares at us as if we are museum exhibits, and Abike’s eyes are laughing as we head to the elevator.
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Abike and I weren’t close before we were kidnapped, but we come from the same village. She was the kind of girl who could be your best friend one minute and ridicule you without mercy the next. She thought she was special because she had cousins in Chicago who sent her tattered American magazines with articles about sex, and because during our lunch break at school she always put on more makeup than anyone’s mother would allow and rolled up her uniform skirt until her thighs showed. So, of course, all the boys looked at her like she was a goddess when we sat outside, and somehow the teachers never caught her at it. Away from school she was always prim and proper. If she passed my family in the street, she would say in her prissy English, “Hello, Mrs. Layeni, Mr. Layeni. I hope you are well,” and when she had gone my mother would say, “See? What a fine girl she is. So polite.”

We were at church when the soldiers came, a group of us helping the Sunday school teacher get ready for her class. Abike was setting the bibles on the desks. My phone chimed, and I saw it was a text from my mother, who knew I was in Sunday school, who knew I was not even supposed to be looking at my phone. The message said, “Come home now.” As I was staring at it, the phone began to ring, and then the door crashed open.

At first we thought the men were government soldiers, that it was some kind of emergency and we were going to be evacuated. Then one of them walked up to Mrs. Adeyemi and shot her in the face. We all screamed and tried to run, but there was another man blocking the door. The soldier who had shot our teacher looked at her body on the floor and kicked it.

“That’s what you get for poisoning these girls’ minds,” he said.

I thought, Why is he talking to her when she’s already dead? I had thoughts like that the whole day, very rational thoughts, like my brain was trying to throw weight on the other side of a scale against all the madness that was happening around me.

The men told us to go outside. We found trucks waiting, filled with girls our age and with more soldiers. The men took our phones and any money we had. They pointed with their guns and said, “Get in.”

We rode for hours while the daylight faded into dusk, onto smaller and smaller roads, until we were moving through the forest. You could hear night birds and monkeys all around, calling to each other.

My friend Naomi was next to me and said, “We should jump out now, Promise. They might not even notice. We could hide in the leaves and they’d never find us in the dark.” I nodded, but neither of us jumped. I had never been anywhere this remote, and the wildness of the place terrified me. If I had known what the next few years would be like, I would have jumped even if I could see a lion waiting in the shadows, but back then I was still hoping we would get to go home. Abike was in the same truck with us, crying and sniffling until finally one of the men said, “Shut up back there,” and she was quiet. Later she told me she thought we would all be killed, that they would douse us in gasoline and set us on fire. I don’t know where she got that idea. We had never heard of any such thing happening to anyone. But in a way she was not wrong; parts of us would be burned away forever.
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Our room at the Hilton overlooks the pool, its cool-blue water undulating against the stifling blackness of the surrounding night. We take showers and ransack the minibar. Abike pulls a red dress and a pair of high heels from her duffel and starts steaming the dress with the iron. My dress is black and stretched too tight to wrinkle. We share a lipstick and look at ourselves in the mirror.

“My mother would shit herself,” says Abike at last.

“Let’s go,” I say.

We walk down the street until we find a disco, packed with tourists and the girls who flock to tourists. We dance for an hour and then go to the bar to cool down. There are two girls chatting up some white men, Americans or maybe Brits. The girls have their long hair blown straight and look like they’ve been injecting themselves with some chemical to make their skin lighter. They pass a cigarette back and forth between them.

I stand too close to the nearest man. He looks up, surprised, but when I tap the bar with my finger he smiles at me and asks if I’d like a drink. I tell him I would. The party girls scowl. They can’t understand how these men can even be looking at us, with our dark skin and our close-cropped hair. I smile at them; it’s a look women anywhere recognize from other women, a dangerous shark look. They shrink back against each other and sullenly sip their drinks. Abike gulps a shot of vodka and orders another. I turn to the man beside me.

“Give me some money,” I say.

“What?”

“Money,” I say louder.

“You want another drink?”

“No.” I hold his gaze and breathe deeply. The noise of the club disappears. The angry stares of the party girls dissolve at the edge of my vision. All I can see is this man, and all he can see is me. “Not for a drink. Not for anything. Just give it to me.”

He doesn’t reply, but he fumbles in his pocket, takes some bills, and presses them into my hand. I slip them into my purse without looking and blink. The music roars back to life. The party girls are gone, and Abike is sliding from her barstool, saying something I can’t hear and pulling me toward the ladies’ room.

The next morning, we get dressed to see our mothers. Abike has a green-and-yellow dress. The smell of our house is still lingering in the folds of the cotton; she pulls it over her head and begins to wind her gele around her temples while I put on my own dress, red and blue. We pleat our geles and pin them so we are crowned just so. Again we look at each other in the mirror. Abike nods. Already I’m beginning to feel uncomfortable. When we look like this it’s too easy to see those girls we were—young, happy, helpless. These are the clothes our mothers would have dressed us in for holidays if we had finished growing up with them. We would have found them old-fashioned and complained that we wanted Western dresses. But now that we can dress as we please, we are more determined than ever to meet our parents in costumes they will find acceptable, to look something like the women they would have wanted us to grow into.

We go to Abike’s parents’ apartment first. Unlike me, she has visited before, so she has some idea of what to expect. We stand in the lobby of their building and she stares at the elevator doors with an expression I can’t read. At last I reach out and push the button to go up. “There are worse things,” I tell her, and she laughs and steps into the elevator. When she is gone, I go outside and get in a taxi to find my own family’s place.
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The first day after we were kidnapped, we stayed in the forest, and the men made us pray all day long. They did not give us food, and only enough water to keep our tongues moving. Their camp had a tall post that showed which direction Mecca was in, and we had to kneel facing it while a man named Bashir shouted out all the names they used for God and commanded us to repeat them: the Compassionate, the Merciful, the Controller, the Strong, the Abaser, the Avenger, the Forgiver . . . Ninety-nine words that were foreign and clumsy in our mouths. While we prayed, Bashir paced back and forth. If he thought someone was not saying the words correctly or not paying attention, he hit her with a stick or shouted in her face until she cried. We were so afraid of him then, as if being shouted at was something to fear.

Then we began to learn the
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