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Praise for Flat Earth

“Not to be missed if you want to keep up with the literary zeitgeist”

—GQ

“In this serious, unusual, and sometimes hilarious dissection of the contemporary, Levy sheds euphemisms and platitudes, and gets to the heart of what matters now.”

—LYNNE TILLMAN, author of Weird Fucks

“Reading Flat Earth feels like opening your best friend’s diary and finding out what she really thinks about you, and then falling even more in love with her—realizing that love is something darker and more consuming than you’d let yourself believe. Flat Earth is fierce, hungry, hurting, on fire. This is a book about friendship and imperfect care—about the ways we love not despite but through our brokenness, because it’s what we have. I read this book in a night, breathless and enraptured—wanting to save everyone in it, and wanting to watch them burn forever.”

—LESLIE JAMISON, author of Splinters and The Empathy Exams

“If Mary Gaitskill and Renata Adler spent a weekend collaborating on a sequel to Elizabeth Hardwick’s Sleepless Nights, maybe you’d have some precedent for Flat Earth. In sentences keen and cool as knives, in fragments that blaze like iPhone faces in dark bedrooms at 3:00 a.m., Flat Earth captures a zeitgeist . . . a brilliant, visceral, funny, provocative, resonant, essential work of art.”

—JUSTIN TAYLOR, author of Reboot

“Anika Jade Levy’s mordantly brilliant debut is by turns a searching portrait of friendship, a blazing social satire, an intelligence briefing from the Ministry of New Things, and perhaps finally an antiheroine’s quest to lose, or at least complicate, her prefix.”

—SAM LIPSYTE, author of No One Left to Come Looking for You

“Flat Earth is delivered in the calm, deliberate style of a great work of art that has always existed and is only now being uncovered, an especially impressive quality given that it concerns itself with the end of girlhood, which is to say the end of the world. A novel to be torn through and passed around and treasured.”

—MEGAN NOLAN, author of Ordinary Human Failings

“Anika Jade Levy is the voice of her generation, a voice that is searching, scalding, funny, and tragic all at once. Flat Earth is a novel of friendship and coming of age, a story of New York City and a story of America, and, above all, a story of the superpowers and pitfalls of femininity. This conspiratorial, poetic, and cool debut is a future cult classic from a literary rock star.”

—HANNAH LILLITH ASSADI, author of Sonora and The Stars Are Not Yet Bells

“Acerbic, innovative, and achingly now. Every page hums with specificity, scene-obliterating observations, and deeply wrought emotional stakes that add up to a novel at once timeless and timely.”

—ALLIE ROWBOTTOM, author of Aesthetica

“In the tradition of Sheila Heti’s How Should A Person Be?, with the doggedness of I Love Dick and apocalyptic girlscaping of a Henry Darger painting, Flat Earth’s Avery explores (with her scroll finger bleeding) both the art parties of New York and the internet, searching for answers to how she should live, and more importantly, what she should write. A captivating, fast, fun, devastating, insane, alarming, super modern novel . . . the reading-high I got from Flat Earth kept me offline for at least three days.”

—ADELAIDE FAITH, author of Happiness Forever

“Brilliant . . . Levy’s utterly original sendup of contemporary life seems destined to become a cult classic.”

—Kirkus
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For my mother




All things for me are lawful.

The Apostle Paul
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In August, all the pharmacies in New York run out of Adderall: A supply chain breakdown. A fraught relationship with China. A shipping container full of Estonian girls. In the absence of Adderall, all the girls in my class gain weight. The libraries go empty. We all cry constantly. Some of us take vows of celibacy. Many of us pretend to be Catholic, but only two join a convent. Everyone calls their mother on the phone compulsively. I take a handful of caffeine pills. I take a 5-hour Energy. I mail the rent eight days late. I reward myself with a nap.

Right-wing nutrition fads fall into fashion that year: an uptick in bovine meat, unpasteurized dairy, seed-oil skepticism, vaccine hesitancy. Hem lengths are going down again.




I

In California, we met a young man who had walked from Colorado to the Central Valley to attend the music festival Lightning in a Bottle. He had short, dirty, uneven hair, as if it had been dreaded and then undreaded to adapt to changing cultural attitudes. He carried a long metal pipe, which he told us was a catalytic converter he planned to sell to pay for his ticket home.

My best friend Frances and I were ostensibly in graduate school—media studies. I was supposed to be writing a book of cultural reports, but it wasn’t taking shape. I never excelled at anything academically, and my average intelligence embarrassed me. Frances was filming an experimental documentary about rural isolation and right-wing conspiracy theories. Since I was addicted to prescription stimulants and incapable of working on my own project without them, I spent that summer following Frances around the country while she shot her movie, taking handheld footage of postindustrial towns ravaged by QAnon and synthetic opioids and dead factories. Even if it didn’t make any sense, the footage was beautiful: homeless encampments and cannabis dispensaries blooming in the ruins of the Rust Belt. I was surprised by Frances’s burst of visionary interest in America—she’d spent the last six years insisting that the center of the country was all slaughterhouses—but she had a way of anticipating cultural tides, spotting telegenic potential in decay. I must have known, even then, that Frances’s project was more important than mine. I envied her clarity of vision, the inevitability of her success. I would have followed her anywhere.

Frances enlisted me in a few of these little excursions, but then she found that her interviews always went better when she was alone. She possessed a sort of hardened, charismatic, middle-American misogyny that endeared her to ordinary people. She never spoke about graduate school or New York City. Whenever someone inquired about what the footage was for, she waved her hand dismissively, said she was just trying to figure out what she liked doing, that she had borrowed the camera from the public library.

Her subjects were usually incels, or semi-prominent online eugenicists, or teenagers with multi-hyphenated political ideologies who had been radicalized on web forums, or else it was just some morbidly obese single mother she found on the street and foisted her microphone onto. She was trying to make something really American.

I grew up on a cattle ranch too, she said to a woman in a stained tie-dye T-shirt before she turned on her camcorder.

She talked about going on dates to get money for travel expenses or film, but we both knew the truth: Frances’s family had more money than they could spend in five lifetimes. Her father inherited a shipping empire and three fisheries. Her mother was minor Hollywood royalty who spent her best years holding up numbers on The Price Is Right before she moved to North Carolina, got born-again Baptist, and gave birth to Frances at thirty-nine. I had looked over Frances’s shoulder as she checked her bank account balance on her phone, seen the automatic monthly deposits—ten thousand dollars at a time. School was expensive, but the universal sentiment in our department was that any art made outside of the flattened world of genuine economic necessity was insincere. So if Frances was going out with strange men for money it was only a jagged attempt at assimilation. Only because she hoped she might get herself sex-murdered by one of these men so that the girls in our department would mythologize her forever and she’d finally get her 16-millimeter films screened.

For ten days we stayed at the San Diego Hyatt. I wandered around the lobby, the courtyard, the parking lot. I waited for a husband or for something to happen to me. The hotel was situated across the street from the Convention Center, which hosted the Pacific Fuels and Convenience Summit, a multiday networking event for oilmen and gas station operators. A cluster of climate protestors were gathered in the park, but Frances wasn’t interested. She was looking for the real America: F-350s and semiautomatic weapons. As I crossed the street, squinting at the sun, I nearly got hit by the identical model of dirty white Acura my dad drove when I was little. I stepped back onto the curb and caught my breath. As the car sped off, I clocked the license plate: KMARX.

Inside of the Convention Center, I scanned the sea of wide, Texan faces. I squeezed my eyes shut and asked the universe for a sign, but when I opened them all I saw was the ATM blinking GET CASH. Girls with orange spray-tanned skin and eyelash extensions handed out branded merchandise, large disposable cups with neon-green dinosaurs printed on them. Across the lobby, I spotted a bar and hoped there might be free drinks, but when I got closer, I saw that the men were filling their enormous plastic cups with gasoline from a pump. Leaving the Convention Center, the cops had encircled the protestors. The girls looked good in their summer dresses, zip ties fastened around their tiny wrists.
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In an exurb of Las Vegas, we stayed in a motel situated on shuttered carnival grounds. There were 9/11-themed slot machines in the lobby; airplanes crashed into the Twin Towers and exploded every time you hit a triple. We parked the rental car under the lavender track of a dead roller coaster and stared up at the blank blue dusk through the sunroof.

That night, the county power grid went down. Las Vegas was dark in the distance, a pale halo of leftover light where the city was supposed to be, a television that had just been turned off. We might have been the only guests in the entire complex. The proprietor gave us some battery-operated lamps and a handful of half-dead glow sticks. He spoke to someone from the sheriff’s office on a satellite phone and told us the power would be back on soon. Frances used the last fifteen minutes of battery on her camcorder to interview him. She wanted to know about the girls who sold sex at the neighboring truck stops, migrants and teenagers mostly, one of whom had turned up dead in the motel’s ice machine half a decade ago. The man wanted to talk about the empty fairgrounds: The motel had been constructed to lodge tourists for a sprawling, old-Western-style carnival. It had been a popular roadside attraction once, a gateway to the West for families road-tripping to California, but gradually people began to complain about the cowboys-and-Indians ephemera; the entire styling of the place was deemed regressive and distasteful, an ugly anachronism left over from a dead century. The owner sold the infrastructure to a tourism board in Berlin and sent the racist roller coasters and genocidal carnival games across the ocean on a steamship.

Give me a minute, he said. He switched on his headlamp and searched the bed of his pickup truck. Tiny specks of dust glistened like insects in the solitary light. He found what he was looking for, a rusted generator, which he hooked up to an old-fashioned projector. He showed us photos from the fairgrounds in its prime.

Thank you, Frances said, and shut off her camera. I think we got enough.
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There were services you could buy for a quarter in the middle of the country: the Magic Fingers Relaxation Machine, which made the bed in our motel room vibrate like a natural disaster for sixty seconds; a pay-to-weigh scale in a service station bathroom, which informed me that I was still fifteen pounds fatter than Frances, despite eating almost nothing; a miniature Bible on a gold keychain, which was missing several key sections of the New Testament.

We were inefficient. Our route was dictated purely by Frances’s feminine intuition. We doubled back through Nevada. We drove to Slab City, East Jesus. We parked the rental car and camped on the salt flats, only to wake up and discover that the catalytic converter had been stolen while we slept. We waited six hours for a tow truck and got a new rental car. Frances had purchased good insurance. The precarity she performed was a pretense.

We stopped for high school football games. We stopped for rodeos. We stopped for purity balls. We stopped for Sunday services at megachurches; one was as big as Madison Square Garden.

From the last row of the stadium, I watched the priest’s face through the tiny screen on Frances’s camcorder. She went close on his lips and the priest said: Our work here on Earth is to separate the sheep from the goats and send the goats to hell.

I learned a lot about Frances during this period, like that she slept in her dead grandmother’s nightgown and put her long brown hair in old-fashioned
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