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by Leslie Jamison


We are born into a world of strangers. We spend our lives turning them into beloveds and ghosts: the ones we need, the ones we ache for, the ones we lose, the ones we brush up against and never really know, who stay with us anyway. These are letters written to those ones—the ones we glimpsed from buses and bathroom stalls, from the corners of our eyes; the ones we tripped, the ones who caught us, the ones we kissed without knowing their names, the ones who bewildered us, who made us feel alive.


The first time Colleen told me about the idea of asking people to write letters to strangers—the ones we’re haunted by, she said, and I knew instantly what she meant—we were walking through a late-summer night in New Haven. The air was warm and damp. There was a hill beneath our feet. The dampness made the night feel weighted, as if its humidity held all those memories we’re always carrying around inside of us as secret stowaways.


Colleen and I had been strangers once, but she was the opposite of a stranger by then. We’d cried with each other more times than I could count. We’d invented a dialect that only we spoke. We’re on geologic time, I sometimes told her, meaning that the arc of our friendship would stretch for the rest of our lives. So she wasn’t a stranger to me, but something about her relationship to strangers moved me deeply—the ways they lit small fires inside of her. And these letters she was imagining, they would be written toward strange intimacies that didn’t live in geologic time, that dwelled instead in the sudden supernovas of fleeting encounters.


Immediately, I knew the stranger I would write about: a one-legged traveling magician I’d crossed paths with several times when I lived in Nicaragua. He’d been drunk every time I’d seen him. I’d been drunk every time I’d seen him. I suspected maybe the letter would be about that, but honestly I didn’t really know what it would be about. I just knew it would be a letter to him. And when I wrote it, several weeks later, it came out dark and gleaming and alive, as if it had already existed inside of me, fully formed. A secret stowaway. It just needed a home. The invitation of a letter had given it a home. This invitation said: Write to this man, even if you don’t know why you want to. It said: Write into that mystery.


My letter to the traveling magician wasn’t the account of an entire life; it was an account of brushing up—just briefly—against the infinitude of another person, and feeling him brush up against my own. It opened up a seam in my memory and asked me to peer through it. It was a fissure. This is a book of fissures. They live in all of us.


Who are the other strangers I could have written letters to? The mother in a Seattle bookstore who told me about her son’s struggle to kick his heroin addiction while I thought about my own baby sleeping across town—how both of us loved our children with all of ourselves, and couldn’t protect them from everything. Or the man on a Brooklyn street corner who helpfully informed me that my daughter’s lip was bleeding as I held her, crying, in my arms. What did he know about the ways I was trying to figure out how to be a single mother? Or maybe the man who maybe date-raped me one night in Granada, years earlier, the one whose name I can never remember, the one who insulted the book of Frank O’Hara poems on my nightstand before he took off my clothes. Or else—from that same summer—the boy who slept some nights on the street outside my rented room, the one whose dreams I’d never know.


As I write these words, I’m riding a train headed north along the Hudson River, surrounded by strangers: The teenage boy with acne, furiously messaging someone on his phone. The elderly sisters on their way to Rochester. The businessman I first pegged as brash and inconsiderate, who seems to be—when he speaks—stuttering and fumbling and kind.


We spend so much of our lives in the company of people whose names we’ll never know, people we’ll never meet again. How rarely we honor them. How rarely we admit to ourselves the strange, unannounced ways they can lodge inside of us.


These essays invite our stowaways to climb up from beneath the deck. These essays don’t say, I knew you. They say, I never really knew you. They confess their own partial gazes. They open up territories we didn’t know we had inside of us. They offer themselves as vessels for our least official ghosts. They confess the magic lanterns of meaning and speculation that we project onto strangers’ lives. They confess the ways we make them characters in our stories. They try to liberate them from these roles. They say, You were more. They say, You were unknown to me. They say, Here is some of my unknowing.


Art is often trying to strike up a conversation with strangers. The flâneur prowls the city, gazing at strangers. The street photographer prowls the city, gazing at strangers. In his poem, “To a Stranger,” Walt Whitman calls out through the fissure: “Passing stranger! You do not know how longingly I look upon you, / You must be he I was seeking, or she I was seeking . . . / You give me the pleasure of your eyes, face, flesh, as we pass—you take of my beard, breast, hands in return.”


He writes: “I am to think of you when I sit alone, or wake at night alone.”


He writes: “I am to see to it that I do not lose you.”


In Don’t Let Me Be Lonely, Claudia Rankine describes a conversation with a New York City cab driver as they drive uptown on the West Side Highway. “[F]rom that space of loneliness,” she writes, “I can feel the cab driver watching me in his rearview mirror.” He is from Pakistan; she is a Black American. He asks her, “[H]ave you noticed these white people, they think they are better than everyone else?” She says, “Have I noticed? Are you joking? You’re not joking.” He says, “But the things they say to me. They don’t know anything.” When he asks her what she does for a living, she says, “I’m thinking as if trying to weep.” But when they pull up to her building, he asks, “Why with such a nice smile are you trying to weep?”


In that cab, it’s all there: the ways strangers hardly know us at all, and how toxic this unknowing can become—The things they say to me. They don’t know anything—but also those sudden moments of penetration, not comprehension so much as contact. The ways they see our weeping, even if they do not know where it comes from. From the space of loneliness, we feel someone’s gaze. From the space of loneliness, we gaze at them.


These letters are gifts. The invitation to write a letter is a gift. The invitation of the fissure is a gift. It’s a way of encountering the world that stays attuned to the incompleteness of our vision: the infinitude of what we can see, and the infinitude of what we can’t. These letters say: I never had you. I never knew you. I am to see to it that I do not lose you.
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Dear Stranger,


All writers have a peculiar devotion to strangers. The writer, after all, cloisters herself away in a quiet room, withdraws from the voices and faces she knows best, just to find and weave the words that might grace the consciousness of some distant, anonymous reader. The dream is to send unshakeable characters down the corridors of the reader’s mind. To haunt you, that is, through painstakingly chosen words.


But the reverse is also true: you, stranger, haunt the storyteller. I learned this back in 2013, when I began asking writers about the strangers lurking in the back rooms of memory.


You might say I was living through a haunted time in my life, that the word ghost was over-operative in my days. I was biding the aftermath of a broken love, wishing the specter of my ex would quit flickering through every Brooklyn crowd. Even at my writing desk, the past weighed heavily. I’d lived abroad for years, pitching articles set everywhere from a Chinese megacity to the tiniest of Nicaraguan isles. Always, in delivering the basics that editors asked of me, I felt neglectful of the deeper, truer stories—the ones with crackle and emotion, high stakes and true vulnerability. I was writing endlessly about places but neglecting what animated them: the people I encountered there.


The Dominican cab driver who chased down the bus on which I’d mindlessly left my luggage. The little girl who lived upstairs from me in Havana, whose maturing voice marked the passage of time over the many years I returned to visit Castro’s frozen-in-time Cuba. The South African woman who steered me away from a fool’s errand of a hike up the Cape Town foothills and brought me to her flat instead, for a soulful chat about how to craft a life on your own terms.


I hardly knew these people, and yet they felt fire-branded into my memory. So when a hero of mine gave a talk about a stranger he couldn’t forget, I paid rapt attention. Pico Iyer was speaking to my writing students at Yale, and I’d assigned them some favorite Iyer essays, including a gorgeous portrait of Iceland. I figured Iyer would hold forth on the craft of that story, perhaps enlighten us on his research process. Instead, our guest author went rogue, talking about a magnetic stranger he’d met while reporting in Reykjavík: a woman with piercing blue eyes with whom he wandered the streets for hours, swapping thoughts and life histories. It was so clear to me, listening to Iyer, that nothing about that 1987 assignment in Iceland had impacted him more than this stranger. She was the invisible heroine of the piece we’d pored over.


In the weeks after Iyer’s talk, I couldn’t shake the sense that something was off-kilter and needed righting. Shouldn’t there be a publication for precisely such memories? If serendipity is such an essential ingredient in any journey, why wasn’t there more room for it in the journey’s recounting—on the page?


Necessity is one mother of invention; frustration is another one. I’d never dreamed of founding a magazine, but doing so began to feel urgent. Because when I asked fellow writers whether they ever came home from a reporting trip with better stories than those they’d gone seeking, the answer wasn’t just “yes”; it was “always.”


Off Assignment, a nonprofit magazine I cofounded with Vince Errico, became the container for those tales, and “Letter to a Stranger” was our flagship column. Write a letter to a stranger you can’t shake, we challenged itinerant journalists and essayists. Write to figure out why.


I was awestruck by the very first “Letter to a Stranger” essays that blipped into my inbox: a missive from Leslie Jamison, addressed to a drunk magician in Nicaragua who wouldn’t quit her memory. Another letter, from Lavinia Spalding, followed shortly after—a focused and searing account of a dalliance on a Thai beach. As for journalist Ted Conover, he sort of already had a “Letter to a Stranger” in progress, a side-story jotted down while on a New Yorker assignment in Rwanda almost twenty years earlier.


“It was as if these early contributors had not just written letters,” observed Managing Editor Katy Osborn in OA’s manifesto, “but exhumed them; dug them out of some dusty room of memory.” She summed up our seminal essays as “a stack of ghost stories so thick with personal meaning that one could imagine them having had actual weight within their authors.”


The letter, it turned out, was the perfect vessel for that weight: a form brief and intimate, one keen on collapsing distance. What electrified OA early on was the sense that we’d found a literary shape that corresponded with a species of story already alive inside the writer. I remember so well, so viscerally, where I was sitting when I read a submission by fiction writer Carlynn Houghton—a missive addressed to a baby she’d miscarried on a road trip. Seated at my desk, I needed—immediately—to go outside and walk out the force of her story. That essay blew open our notions of what “Letter to a Stranger” could be. Houghton had done it: sent her own ghost down the corridors of my mind, where it could—and does—exquisitely, lastingly haunt me.


This book stitches together the most extraordinary responses to the “Letter to a Stranger” challenge, essays by a formidable cast of writers from all corners of the literary world, as diverse themselves as the strangers they invoke. What energizes their every letter, though, is the quest to unpack a common underlying mystery: Why can’t I shake you, stranger?


Why—of all the people Meron Hadero met on her family’s return trip to Ethiopia—does her memory hover like a hawk around the man who sold her shoddy film? What was it about the effusive lady in the Provincetown bistro that shook loose memories of T Kira Madden’s departed father? Why does novelist Julia Glass still find traces of a pushy Italian stranger in her fiction, decades after she rebuffed him in Florence? How can a person so ephemeral leave such eternal mark?


The eternal ephemeral. In this collection, I’m struck not just by the spectrum of geographies—stories set on the subway in Berlin and a rickshaw in Mandalay, the forest of Okinawa and the dim streets of Yonkers—but by the well-baked human wisdom embedded in them. They’re replete with observations about how to live and what to seek, about how we can startle one another awake even in the most ordinary hours of our lives.


Elizabeth Kolbert writes to a loner she converged with while reporting in the Peruvian Andes, whose cryptic smile left her wondering. Emily Matchar brings hindsight to bear on a youthful journey, writing to an orphaned toddler who once tagged along with her in Mexico. Gregory Pardlo transports us to the French train station where a feisty drunk thrust him into lasting alliance with his mother-in-law. Jenessa Abrams narrates an encounter closer to home but no less charged—a dalliance with a gambler she met on jury duty, who ignited her desire. “I knew almost nothing about you, which is its own sort of nirvana,” Abrams writes. “The small window when we can still be anyone to each other.”


I’ve learned so much from the essays in your hands: namely, that any nagging ghost makes for a glorious muse; that memory goes to work on the rough drafts of our pasts like a ruthless editor, whittling them down until all we see clearly are the scenes that glint with significance; that while every society is stocked with teachers and mentors—the official and credentialed sort—there are invisible ranks of guides and quiet sages out there, edifying us in the most unexpected places. Yes, our families and institutions raise us, grow us up—but so does serendipity, the cast of characters who are randomly assembled in our path, dissolving quicker than we can spin around and ask, “What was your na—?”


A full six years have passed since Pico Iyer visited my classroom and unwittingly told a story that unleashed hundreds more. I write to you now from such a different phase of life, one no longer perfumed by aloneness or defined by my quest to move beyond loss. By the time I sat down to curate this anthology, I was no longer wandering the world as much; no longer sniffing around so hungrily for human wisdom or scanning the room for a soulmate. I’d found the latter, and—although my husband and I lived between four different countries—I felt, in so many ways, more settled. And then a magazine sent me on assignment.


It was a reporting trip—the first I’d taken in years, since becoming the face of Off Assignment, really—and I undertook it in a state entirely new to me: pregnant. I was reeling with wonder at the news when I departed to report on Eastern Canada, but it was far too early to tell anyone outside of my family and closest friends. How I yearned to proclaim the wild truth that my husband and I had set in motion a life! It took me a couple of days of wandering Quebec and wolfing down sesame bagels and pain au chocolat like only a pregnant woman can before I realized I could tell anyone on the road my fullest truth, precisely because I would never see them again.


How delicious this freedom was. Soon I was drawing forth prenatal tales from strangers all through Canada’s Maritime provinces. I thrilled to know that Susan in New Brunswick craved Slurpees when she was pregnant, that Liz in Halifax couldn’t tolerate a sniff of pork. After bonding with Peter over the appearance of a moose out our train’s window, I could ask about his family and respond honestly about mine: it was just beginning. These intimacies, these surrogate friends: I needed them, craved them as hard as I craved carbs and crackers and all things containing cheese. Never was it clearer to me that strangers occupy such a distinct sphere in our lives, extending to us a particular magic, exclusive permissions. And as long as our lives keep changing—as they must—the workings of that magic and the fruits of that permission will keep evolving, too.


The tiny life secreted away in my body illuminated that truth, but so did the vast change about to sweep the world: a pandemic. Right when I turned this book over to my publisher, the world was reeling from a virus, one that hid the contours of smiles behind masks and recast human touch as mortal threat. Overnight, the cast of characters in our lives shrank from hundreds to three or five or one, as the “germ circle” became our only circle. A new sentiment toward strangers found me: nostalgia. I missed the days when I could shoot the breeze with someone at an airport terminal, or swap a laugh with a fellow shopper in the cereal aisle. Amidst coronavirus, this book feels like an artifact of a more innocent time. A bygone world in which any passerby could lean over the stroller I now push down my street, for a close glimpse of my newborn baby.


Reader: I hope these stories haunt you. I hope they spoil you with wisdom while enchanting you, line by line, continent by continent, stranger upon stranger. I hope they also make clear that intimacy and connection aren’t just the province of the main players in our lives—the lovers and neighbors, siblings and parents, colleagues and coaches. There’s magic and comfort in that, just as there is in knowing that—however strange it may seem to withdraw from loved ones to reach anonymous readers—communion between reader and writer isn’t just possible; it’s sacred. “Writing is, in the end,” as Pico Iyer puts it, “that oddest of anomalies: an intimate letter to a stranger.”


Surely, you have your own hallowed archive of brushes with strangers. Whoever those figures are, may this folio of stories carry you well beyond that personal canon, putting you in touch with the multitude of ways that we touch and heal and hurt and enliven one another, way out there on the edges of our lives.


—Colleen Kinder, Buffalo, NY
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Granada, Nicaragua


by Leslie Jamison


You came around the bar each night and so did I. Funny to say “the bar” as if there were only one, when Calle la Calzada was nothing but, their plastic chairs bearing slogans for Toña and Victoria, the national beers, flocked by children begging money for glue.


You were on crutches and missing part of one leg—I can’t remember which, right or left—from the knee down, and I doubt you remember me getting drunk, but I remember you getting drunk, or rather—I remember you being drunk, as if you’d always been and would always be, as if you’d been born that way. It was nothing violent, more like a glaze across your being. You said you were a traveling magician and I guess you were. You taught me the words for what you did, trucos de magia, but I never saw you perform one.


This was in Granada, Nicaragua, during the summer of 2007. You don’t remember my name, I’m sure, and I don’t remember yours—because you didn’t really need one, and I didn’t really need one. You were the one-legged magician, like a figure from the tarot deck, and I was just another American girl who maybe glanced back for a couple seconds to look at your damage. The bar we haunted was the bar everyone haunted. We were interchangeable parts in a machine beyond our reckoning, both troubled travelers, and there were spares for both of us, extras, waiting in the wings; more where we came from.


Our bar was the bar where I went after I got my nose broken by a stranger in the street and it was the bar where I went every night my nose didn’t get broken by a stranger in the street, because I liked getting drunk where other people would already be drunk before I even got started. I never liked beer, but I drank it a lot because it was basically just beer and rum on offer. I drank rum, too. Rum and cokes were called Nica libres instead of Cuba libres—the revolution in Nicaragua had been like a little sibling, formed in its elder’s image.


Those were the early days of Ortega’s second lease on the dream, and it went black for hours at a time each night. The government was figuring out how to make electricity a public industry. We’d buy tamales from the woman at the corner of the Parque Central and eat them somewhere with candles, or without candles—just feeling with our hands—and some nights, we piled into unmarked black taxis and rode down by the lake to Oscar’s, where people danced and snorted lines of coke, where little black flies lifted in a fluttering scrim over the water at dawn. I worked at a school, and so that’s where I spent my hangovers; I remember gulping orange soda in the gully behind the classrooms, picking corn chips from a crinkling bag, and teaching kids how to tuck their fingers down so they could learn subtraction.


You went away, or I went away, but drinking never did.


You were missing part of yourself and drinking anyway—fucking up magic tricks or failing to produce them, and drinking anyway—and I would think of you, years later, when I had a broken foot and drank anyway; when I had both hands gripping crutches and drank anyway; when I tripped and fell going down the steps of the double-wide trailer that was the bar, bandaged foot held aloft, crutches clattering to asphalt; when I made it home, went to bed, woke up the next morning, crutched through the next day—and drank again, inevitably, anyway.


Back then, I wanted to beg you to take better care of yourself—to tell you to treat your broken body as something worth attending to. And whatever in me had wanted to beg you, I knew—when I was tripping down those trailer stairs, or balancing a bottle against my crutches—I knew I needed to bring it back, to beg that of myself.
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Washington, DC


by Rachel Swearingen


You’ve been a part of the story since the beginning. You’re the woman who finds me bawling in the bathroom outside the Senate. It’s the late eighties. I’m from rural Wisconsin, in DC for a summer seminar. I’m president of the Young Republicans, a tiny part of a long-range plan to turn Wisconsin red. My family is working class and my father has just been laid off, and I want to make something of myself. I want to go to college. The party insider who recruited me tells me there has never been a better time to be a woman. I’m seventeen, not old enough to vote, but I campaign for men who drink highballs, who call me “little lady” and pat me on the head, saying, “You better watch out for this one. She’s after your job.”


You must have seen my ill-fitting, scuffed white pumps under the stall. “You alright in there?” you say. Your gruff, scotch-worn voice reminds me of women from back home. I emerge in a baby-blue Nancy Reagan suit, mascara snot on my face, my permed hair melting in the humidity. I’m carrying a briefcase my dad bought for me at a garage sale. You hand me a wad of toilet paper to blow my nose as I tell you about mock Congress, how my bill was just annihilated on live television. Tall private-school boys had jumped in front of me to get on TV. Months of work for nothing. They knew nothing about the research, gave stupid answers, hammed it up for the camera.


You light a cigarette—the reason you’re in the bathroom. “Sweetheart,” you say. “You’ve got to learn how to eat your own heart if you want to get into politics.” Then you tell me to be a kid, to go out and find some trouble while I still can. This is the part I recount at parties because it was just the permission I needed to break curfew that night. The end of my budding political career. “My first and last political sex scandal,” I’d joke.


You couldn’t have been much older than I am now. The women I tell wonder what you were doing there. “Do you think she was a senator?” one will ask, and the others will laugh. “Are you kidding? Back then? How many were there?”


Turns out there were just two.


I told you I was tougher than I looked, despite the fact that I had just run crying from a fake meeting of Congress, and even the irreverent British boy who I had a crush on had laughed. I didn’t mention the boy to you.


All that week, while I behaved, the other participants snuck out and had adventures. The special sit-down the local party member had arranged with my Republican senator was just a quick photo op. I had toured the House and Senate to find men delivering speeches to empty chambers. I had walked the halls, listened in on deal-making with lobbyists, and understood this was as far as I would go, or even wanted to go. There were back-slapping men everywhere, the scent of aftershave and lunchtime booze. If anyone noticed me, it was to leer. They hid nothing of their conversations because I was of no consequence.


When you coaxed me out of that stall, I didn’t want to be what I was. A Midwesterner. A good girl. Most likely a Democrat who would never be able to eat her own heart. That same day, I had snuck away from my group to walk around DC and had seen disparity and segregation. I had visited my Democratic congressman’s unglamorous office and sat down for a long meeting. He had one aging secretary and wore a knit-brown leisure suit. No cameras. He looked me in the eyes and talked about the importance of public service.


For years, I told the story, and you were the wizened crone shooing me out into the world, giving me the Don’t Let the Assholes Bring You Down talk. But most fiction writers know that a minor character can never be solely at the service of the protagonist. Everyone has their own agenda. You looked so alone and stressed. Your dark hair was turning brittle with silver. You were cigarette-and-work-all-night skinny. I was too young to imagine the sort of life you inhabited.


That night, I stuffed my bed and asked my roommate from the Bronx to cover for me while I snuck off campus with the British boy. I wore a red-white-and-blue short set with zero irony. In a nearby golf course, we watched fireflies, talked, and kissed. It was two or three in morning when we saw the headlights of a golf cart coming at us, driven by one of the law students who was responsible for us. He had a megaphone and was shouting. My star-spangled outfit glowed as the boy and I ran across sandpits. We were alive and laughing. We were breaking the rules. We kept running until they caught us.


The law student delivered us to the director of the program. He was taking his bar exam that morning. I had to write an apology. The director told me she was filing a copy with admissions, that she would see to it I never returned to Georgetown or became a page. When I told the boy how sorry I was that I had gotten him in trouble, he said not to worry. He was having tea with the ambassador in the morning. The next day, without showering or sleeping, I walked into the cafeteria of hushed teenagers to wait for a taxi. My roommate told me the RAs had come by the night before to give me a leadership award and discovered I was gone. Also, she said, “People are saying they found you naked on a golf course with a foreigner.”


On the airplane home, I wrote in my journal about my ruined life. I barely mentioned you. That summer, I went to the library to ask how to call London and used the money I made working at a hardware store to send the boy roses. I thought I was in love with him. I didn’t yet realize that what I wanted was to be him.


When I tell the story now, I see you in your skirt and blouse, pacing the Senate halls, stealing into the rare women’s bathroom. I like to think of you taking your own advice, finding trouble that night, too. Maybe I became the centerpiece of your own funny story. The small-town girl sobbing behind a bathroom stall because she found out she was a Democrat. Or were there too many of us back then? All of us trying to climb the Hill in our borrowed shoes, reminding you of you?
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Grand Canyon, Arizona


by Anjali Sachdeva


I met you because we were both seeking refuge. We were coming up the Bright Angel Trail, climbing from the bottom to the top of the Grand Canyon, more than 4,000 feet in elevation gain. Bright Angel is the superhighway of trails: broad, crowded, bare to the sun. But you had found the shadow of a tree, and sat down on a rock to catch your breath, and I joined you.


You looked forty-five or fifty, fit and tan, with an anonymously pleasant face. The kind of person I would pass without bothering to look at twice. You spoke first, asked me where I was from, and I answered warily. If my trip had taught me anything up to that point, it was that men assumed a young woman hiking alone was looking for either a lover or a father figure. I had been given advice about “taking it slow” and not “wearing myself out.” In the air-conditioned dining hall in the canyon bottom, I had been propositioned by a married man who had not bothered to remove his wedding ring. By the time I met you I was not interested in being offered anything else.


But when I said I was from Pittsburgh you mentioned a distant relative there, and that led us to talking about your wife. I asked if you had children and you said two girls. You looked back down the path, and I realized they were with you, the three of them, hiking more slowly the steps you had already taken. We let that settle for a moment: their imminent presence, the limited time for talking.


You asked me if I wanted to have kids, a question I was asked often in those days, and one that I found irritating and invasive. But somehow, in that place, it seemed an honest inquiry that deserved an honest answer. I said I didn’t know. That I thought about it a lot but I didn’t think so. I was twenty-seven, well into adulthood, but such choices seemed far off still. You told me to think about it carefully because it was the only decision in life you could never take back. Like jumping off a cliff, you said. It got my attention. I was never good at decisions, always afraid of making the wrong choice, even about small things.


You looked down the trail again, said you loved your girls with all your heart, but that kids take over your life and it is never what it was before. I nodded; this was what I had always suspected about kids. I said I liked to take care of people, and you told me that was even more dangerous, that it made it easy to forget about the things that matter to you until it was too late.


I don’t recall any bitterness in your voice as you spoke. All I remember is relief—from the sun, the antlike stream of people moving up and down the trail, the loneliness that always accompanied my stubborn desire to travel alone. But now I wonder what made you walk on ahead of your family. Was it simple impatience, the physical need to move at your own pace? Or was it a deeper desire, a longing to walk right away from them and into some other life, a feeling akin to the one that sent me in and out of canyons and forests and backcountry trails for fifteen years with no one accompanying me, a yearning for something wild and solitary?


It has been a decade since that hike, but I remember you more often than I do the parched air, the burn in my muscles, the excitement of reaching the top, the towering red sandstone walls of the canyon itself. I have two daughters of my own now. Having children has indeed been like jumping off a cliff, in that your old life recedes so quickly there is no time to think about it. You sometimes feel like you are flying, and sometimes like you are about to crash into the ground. Unlike other choices in my life, I’ve found great pleasure in the finality of this commitment, but I can’t say that I have ever found whatever I was searching for in all those miles of hiking. I still have my craving for solitude, my longing for the wild. I think of you sometimes and wonder if it ever left you either.


When we stopped talking, we smiled at each other, and a moment later there was your wife and your children, coming around the bend in the trail. I felt the things we had said float between us like the heat, things too honest for people we loved. Then you said goodbye and walked back to meet them, to join your steps with theirs.
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Mandalay, Myanmar


by Pico Iyer


Travel is, deep down, an exercise in trust, and sometimes I think it was you who became my life’s most enduring teacher. I had every reason to be wary when, in 1985, I clambered out of the overnight train and stepped out into the October sunshine of Mandalay, blinking amidst the dust and bustle of the “City of Kings.” I wasn’t reassured as you sprang out of the rickety bicycle trishaw in which you’d been sleeping, as you did every night, and I don’t think the signs along the sides of your vehicle—b.sc. (maths) and my life—put my mind very much to rest.


To me it seemed like a bold leap of faith—a shot in the dark—to allow a rough-bearded man in a cap to peddle me away from the broad main boulevards and into the broken backstreets, and then to lead me into the little hut where you shared a tiny room with a tired compatriot. Yes, you gave me a piece of jade as we rode and disarmed me with the essays you’d written and now handed me on how to enjoy your town. But I’d grown up on stories of what happens when you’re in a foreign place and recklessly neglect a mother’s advice to never accept gifts from strangers.


Yet it required trust on your part, too, I realize now, to take in a shabby foreigner in a threadbare jacket, hauling a worn case off the third-class carriage and looking as if he hadn’t washed in days (for the very good reason that he hadn’t). In New York City—where I lived—it was not taxi drivers who were agents of violence, but their customers.


So we both took a chance, in the hope that we could turn an unscripted meeting into something durable. You won me over in your bare room when you started opening up all the albums in which you’d meticulously transcribed the names of every foreigner you’d taken a snapshot of and showed me the handwritten essays in which you shared your dreams (of earning a further certificate in mathematics; of inviting your parents to your graduation; of one day, perhaps, possessing your own trishaw).


When you pulled out from under your sagging cot a sociology textbook from Australia—Life in Modern America—the way someone else might have pulled out a poster of Jennifer Beals, the world I thought I knew began to feel remade. We might not have been friends yet, but you certainly felt like something closer than a stranger.


Days later, inevitably, I had to be on my way, to Thailand and Nepal; a few weeks later, we were on opposite sides of the world again. Within months, however, I was recognizing your handwriting as soon as I pulled out frayed envelopes from within our mailbox in California, quite often sent—for security’s sake—from Bangkok, thanks to some helpful foreigner. You came to recognize my handwriting in return, I’m sure, in registered and untaped envelopes so that your less-than-trusting government would understand that I wasn’t dealing in state secrets.


Mine were addressed to a “trishaw stand” outside a big city’s central train station; yours to a house high up in the hills of Santa Barbara, home to glamorous blondes and millionaires’ villas in the soap opera transmitted daily across your continent.


Then there was silence, and I started to read about the people’s uprising in your country, and the government’s vicious response. I lived with the evergreen question of how the most blue-skied and unfallen souls I’d met—Norman Lewis writes that taxi drivers in Rangoon used to tip their passengers—could produce and survive such brutal leaders. Was it the trust that had so moved me that left you and your friends so undefended?


I’d never know. But it was no longer safe for you to write, even via Bangkok. So when I described our encounter in my book, I deployed every ruse I knew to shield your identity, even as I was trying to do justice to the very real kindness and integrity of who you seemed to be. I changed your name, but I wanted to honor the details of your life, to highlight Kipling’s famous claim that “[T]here is neither East nor West, border, nor breed, nor birth” when two souls meet, “though they come from the ends of the earth!”


One year later, your government changed the entire country’s name, and the capital’s, as well. The party that seemed to promise democracy won an election and was denied victory. Finally, fully fifteen years after our meeting, a letter from another stranger arrived, passing on some news. A traveler had followed the hints in my book, and tracked you down somehow in Mandalay. A different stranger’s letter followed, with a photo. I was reassured that you were still alive; I was also chilled, because if strangers could locate you through my book, so too, perhaps, could the tireless surveillance agents of your government.


We began to correspond again, through a series of passing intermediaries, and then a letter arrived, directly from you, telling me how the extension of trust had played out in your life. A kindly couple from Texas—as moved by your story and sweetness as I had been—gave you the two hundred dollars you needed to realize your dream of possessing your own trishaw. A visitor from Italy, a little later, encouraged you to believe you could make good on an even greater dream—to take command of your very own camera.


You had always been a friend of hope, which is how you’d begun to make me one. So you sent the stranger all your savings, and then waited at a street corner at the time he’d mentioned. And waited and waited. Finally, you wrote, you recognized you’d been cheated of everything you owned. You’d been obliged to go back to your village and work for years to support your wife and children. Now, much older, less full of hope, you were back in your trishaw once more, sleeping in the big-city streets yet again, ready to extend trust to fresh strangers tumbling out of the overnight train in the early light.


I never know when the next letter from a stranger will arrive. You, too, I suspect. We don’t even know, not having met for thirty-five years, how much to call one another friends. But you opened yourself up to the point where I feel I know you better than I do many of my lifelong companions. I live in the hope that, for all of my writing about us, I remain a friend, and not the stranger you should never have trusted.


I still write letters to old pals, often, and even in our sixties, we favor the jokes and personae we enjoyed when we were kids. But the letters I write to you—even the ones I don’t write down—never stop evolving, because the decades keep speeding by and circumstances keep changing. Even as, in memory, we’re still just kids in our twenties, on that bright late-autumn day in 1985, walking toward one another through the dusty sunshine, unsure of how much to trust, and whether it might not be better to remain forever strangers.
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“Beautiful. The human condition is on full display in these glimpses
of our essential connectedness. Perfect for our times.”
—DANI SHAPIRO, author of Inheritance
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