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PRAISE


“We are honored to be part of this anthology as it marks a time when this community came together in extraordinary ways.”


— Pamela French, Executive Director – Book Industry Charitable Foundation


“Alone Together connects writers, readers, and booksellers in a wonderfully imaginative way. It’s a really good book for a really good cause.”


— James Patterson, Bestselling Author, and Co-Ambassador for Book Industry Charitable Foundation


“Alone Together showcases the human desire to grieve, explore, comfort, connect, and simply sit with the world as it weathers the pandemic … a project that is noble in both word and deed.”


— Ann Patchett, Bestselling Author, Bookseller, and Co-Ambassador for Book Industry Charitable Foundation


“These are powerful messages of unity and hope in a time of isolation and despair. Alone Together is a very important work that has emerged from a very dark time.”


— Kevin O’Brien, New York Times Bestselling Author of The Bad Sister and The Betrayed Wife


“A heartening gathering of writers joining forces for community support.”


— Kirkus Reviews


“The best kind of connection—deep, honest, steely, and humane …”


— Gish Jen, Bestselling Author of The Register
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FOREWORD


By Garth Stein


I think a certain kind of America is doomed, though something greater may be coming. The novelist and only the novelist thrives on breakdown, because that’s the moment when he can analyze the beauty of the values that are falling and rising … One looks forward to the fall of great civilizations because it gives us great art.


—John Gardner, in an interview with Charles Johnson, January 1973


Civilization begins with art, with the need to represent one’s culture in a metaphysical way. A charcoal drawing in a cave in France, perhaps. Music, drums, and dancing after a feast. Public discussions and criticisms of a poem, a song, a story, a movement. A written testimony of an individual’s life. Because art reflects the human experience better than any act of sustenance or preservation. An urban center is just a crowded agora, until a can of spray paint finds itself in the hands of a disenchanted youth … Then, an urban center becomes a means of expression.


Art is the crucial element of humanity. And yet it is so easily chucked over the side of the sinking ship when survivors are huddled in the dark cold rain, hugging each other from fear, deciding which of them will be eaten first, wishing they had a Hobbit along for the journey to sing to them a song of their past …


The Virus moved into our world, and how did we respond? We shut down art. Musical venues. Theatrical venues. Galleries and museums. Public open spaces, once filled with art: closed. Reading and gathering spaces, once crammed with poets: closed. Libraries and bookstores, coffee shops and bars. Even the street corners of our cities, the fanciful stages for buskers … closed. We threw art over the side of our sinking ship.


What an existence without art! Stranded in our homes, our mouths gagged, our hands bound, we watch our idols perform to their telephones, those hollow devices of social distance. You can see the lack of conviction in their eyes. They know best of all, though they may have forgotten in their complacency, that art is a conversation, a dialogue. Without the tangible response of a reader, a viewer, a listener, the efforts of an artist mean nothing.


They say about Seattle that there are more writers here than there are readers. I don’t think this aphorism is very funny, because it would mean that we have stopped trying to understand others and are now only trying to understand ourselves. Self-reflection is good, but empathy is divine.


As a writer myself, I see the delicate nature of our literary ecosystem, and how quickly it can become imbalanced. In 2009, I cofounded Seattle7Writers, with a handful of like-minded artists who felt as I did, that we must work to support the literary ecosystem. Writers must read the work of other writers, not just their own. Writers must support the booksellers who disseminate our ideas. The librarians, the teachers, the readers. Writers must cultivate our gardens so that all can eat. Ourselves included.


I became involved with the Book Industry Charitable Foundation (Binc) two years ago because it made sense to me. Booksellers, like any of us, can fall on hard times; it is not just a moral but a fiscal imperative to ensure the well-being of a writer’s main means of relevance. But it is also imperative to ensure the livelihood of our fellow citizens, those who want to engage in conversation, champions at the frontlines of our culture.


Perhaps this America is doomed. We will not know until the dust has settled. Is something greater coming, as John Gardner suggests? I don’t believe that is a given, only a possibility. It is equally possible that art will remain submerged for so long, we will not be able to revive it. It is equally possible that the bottleneck of ideas will become more and more constricted until there is no more diversity, no impetus to reflect society from as many angles as possible, until we become dulled by the safety of our homes, the sway of our governments, and the colorlessness of our lives, until we don’t actually care that our civilization is drawing to a close.


The writers who have contributed to this collection do care. Their ideas are flares. Their words are inspiration. They see the darkness, and they are trying to keep the flame burning. Proceeds from the sale of this volume will support Binc, and will keep booksellers selling books, will keep ideas smoldering beneath the thicket of wet leaves. One day, when the leaves have been dried by the wind that blows down from the mountain, a flame will spark to life, the leaves will burn again, and the people will have charcoal for drawing our history on the walls of our caves.


It will be a dark day, the day that art dies. Whether its death signals the beginning of the end, or the end of the beginning, or the end of the end, I do not know. But little fires are burning everywhere—including inside the pages of this book you are holding now! And so I say, do not fear the end. Pick up your pen and write. Pick up a book and read. Engage in your world; do not shrink from it. Understand that the fate of our civilization lies entirely in your hands.


GARTH STEIN is the internationally bestselling author of The Art of Racing in the Rain. He is the Author Leadership Circle Campaign Chair for the Book Industry Charitable Foundation.





INTRODUCTION


By Jennifer Haupt, Editor, Alone Together


I’m an introvert, like many writers, considering the solitude of my attic office a luxury. But I also need balance: coffee dates with friends, exchanging a smile of solidarity with the woman lifting weights next to me at the gym, and asking my local booksellers for their must-reads of the month. I depend on these daily interactions to energize me. All of these people are threads in my safety net, most without realizing it, helping to keep me buoyed above chronic, sometimes debilitating, depression. I know from experience that, too easily, staying home can turn from a luxury to a state of paralysis.


When the stay-at-home order was enacted, my connections with the outside world were frayed, as I was reduced to watching on screens as the killer virus swept through our country. Our president held press conferences declaring confidently: It will go away. I so wanted to believe him.


By the third week of quarantine, it was clear this was not going away anytime soon. Driving home this point, I received a devastating blow: the contract for my second novel was cancelled due to the plummeting economy. Of course, I wasn’t the only one who lost her livelihood. Unemployment claims surpassed fifteen million and lines at understocked food banks stretched toward the horizon. Small businesses were going bankrupt by the score, forced to shut down for a few weeks, then months. No one was really sure how long it would be before they could reopen, assuming they were still solvent. This uncertainty, no end in sight, launched our entire country into a fugue-like state of shock.


Taking some kind of positive action, moving outward into the world again, became a necessity for my survival. But what could I do? I didn’t have money or powerful influence, but one thing I did have was my community of writers, some of whom had launched their own fundraising and awareness campaigns against social injustice. Jessica Keener had sent me and dozens of other authors an email the past summer, asking us to donate manuscript consultation services to raise money for organizations working to stop border and detention camp abuses. The action of one person reaching out to her community, and then those people widening the circle until it included hundreds, stuck with me. (#AuthorsAgainstBorderAbuse raised $18,000 in just three months.)


The tipping point was when I saw Roxane Gay on The Daily Show, explaining why she tweeted an offer to give ten people $100 each, no questions asked. She said, “In a better world, the government would handle this, but we don’t live in a better world.”


I wanted to live in a better world.


An idea began forming, a gut feeling that energized me for the first time in weeks. Maybe I could rally authors to support the booksellers who had placed so many of our books into the hands of readers and now needed our help. Long before the pandemic hit, independent bookstores were the pillars of a worldwide literary community and the mainstays of neighborhoods across the country, providing inviting spaces to connect over ideas and coffee. My local bookstores have been a big part of my personal safety net, as well as “must visit” cultural hubs when I travel. Perhaps most important, these business owners and their employees are also pillars of a democratic society, spotlighting books you might not find elsewhere and giving marginalized people a voice through author readings and other events.


I started by putting out feelers, posting on Facebook and sending emails to authors I knew through my work as a journalist and novelist. I made a concrete, to-the-point ask: Could they contribute an essay or poem about their COVID-19 experiences to a fundraising anthology for struggling indie booksellers? Within twenty-four hours, dozens of authors were on board, and I became bolder, reaching out to a diverse range of writers I admired. During the next month, I jumped out of bed each morning, excited to see what would land in my email that day. I did not know exactly what I was creating, but every new poem and essay was a potential fragment of the soul of what I called my Lovely Monster.


Part of the tremendous unease during the pandemic has been recognizing that we are in the midst of transformation, with no clear sense of where it will lead and little reassuring guidance along the way. The missives arriving daily nourished me. There were stories of love triumphing over social distancing: The joy of a Zoom wedding, pandemic date night via steamy and funny texts, a mother and daughter growing closer through phone-in cooking lessons. There were also surprising, moving images of love intertwined with grief and comfort: A woman trying hard to connect with her estranged sister while social distancing, but failing. A man contemplating the comforting role of lavender in his ailing father’s life, his own life, and the tumultuous history of their Latino culture. A woman professing her devotion to aloneness and realizing that her deep attractions are to nature, not humans. The poems were constructed out of possibilities: images of something new cracking open, of a glittering road, of shedding our hatred and fear like a virus.


As the pandemic stretched into May, the stories and poetry reflected the rising anxiety and anger permeating our country. One woman worried about how her husband was handling quarantine and the inequitable treatment of their Black community. Another woman drove to the grocery store daily, mostly to escape from her house, coming home exhausted from the anxiety of being in the world, and falling asleep dreaming of the sumptuous meal she’d make. A Black man contemplated the mask he has been forced to wear all his life.


And then George Floyd’s murder united so many of us in a grief that certainly was not new. His final words, “I can’t breathe,” sparked a connection that took us out of our dark COVID-19 fugue state. It had us asking a vast, overwhelming question that became the pumping heart of this book: What Now?


The privilege and reward of putting together this Lovely Monster was that it allowed me to unite for a common good with ninety-one authors (sixty-nine in the print book and another twenty-two in the e-book and audio editions) from diverse cultures and backgrounds. This book has developed a soul thanks to every one of them. She holds our collective pain and our dreams, and I hope she offers you what she has given me: a renewed sense of possibilities. In telling our stories, we hope to enable you to tell your story. That’s the sweet spot of connections, where the healing happens.
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PART ONE: WHAT NOW? 
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IN CONVERSATION WITH KWAME ALEXANDER


“In order to feel like you’re heard, you need to say something.”


Kwame Alexander has a gift for “making our blues beautiful,” as he has demonstrated time and again on National Public Radio’s “Morning Edition,” crowd-sourcing lines of verse contributed by upwards of one thousand listeners nationwide to create one emotionally charged poem. During this crisis of health, economy, and democracy in the U.S., Alexander has provided a space for our country to unite through the beauty of our words, a means to express shared grief and fear, to hope for better days. Here’s more from NPR’s poet-in-residence about the power of sharing our stories:


Jennifer Haupt: All of our lives, our stories, are changing during the pandemic lockdown. What’s the new normal for your family?


Kwame Alexander: I have an eleven-year-old at home and I spend a great deal of my time trying to keep her engaged with life. During the past forty days or so, my daughter and I have played softball in front of our flat, we’ve played catch, we’ve hula-hooped, we’ve thrown Frisbees, we just got a skateboard—I’m teaching her how to use it. We’re doing these things we didn’t have time for in the past because we were so busy with our lives.


What’s the new normal now? I’m finding that we’re going back to some of the things that we used to do growing up and my kid is enjoying it! That’s encouraging and exciting for me as a parent. It’s showing me how to have a balance between technology and this visceral, touchy—I don’t even know what you call it, but it’s how I grew up. These shared experiences are bringing us closer together, and I think that’s one of the gifts of this time, that we’re going to develop some new old ways of interacting with each other.


JH: Our kids are actually getting sick of technology. Who knew that could happen? I’m wondering, how is this time going to change the way we teach our children and might there be some positive outcomes?


KA: How are we going to make our blues beautiful? It’s all about perspective. The same basic ideas will still matter—getting our kids to not just read, but to want to read; teaching them not just to write, but to want to write. Creating opportunities for our kids to learn how to think. All of that will remain the same. What’s going to matter now is, how are we as educators going to use our creativity to innovate, to adapt, in this new way of learning?


Part of that involves technology: bringing more guest speakers into the classroom using Zoom is one example. But part of the creativity has nothing to do with technology. There’s a teacher in Lexington County, South Carolina, her name is Melanie Thornton, and she teaches in a community where a lot of her students don’t have Wi-Fi. So what does she do during the lockdown? She gets into her golf cart and drives around the neighborhood, reading aloud. She stops at each student’s house and reads a picture book.


JH: Encouraging children to tell their stories is a big part of what you do. What’s the power of telling one’s story?


KA: Everybody wants to feel like they’re heard. In order to feel like you’re heard, you need to say something. Telling our stories gives us a voice. It also lifts our voices; it allows us to sing it out into the world. That makes us feel confident, that makes us feel better, that makes us understand ourselves even better.


It’s almost like we’re communicating with ourselves. We’re saying, “Hey, this is who you are. This is what you’ve been through; this is where you’re going.” The ancient Egyptians said, “So it is written, so it shall be.” I am declaring it. Now, when I put my story out into the world and someone else reads it, responds to it, connects with it—ah, now I feel like I matter to the world. I am a part of some place bigger than me. I think that is crucial, especially during times of intense and difficult change.


JH: The beauty of books, sharing our stories, for both the author and readers, is incredible. It’s a superpower of connection.


KA: Words and books show us that we’re all one, you know? Like, I can read Night by Elie Wiesel and know that I have no direct connection to having been in a concentration camp, yet I feel it. I understand its weight and heaviness, its evil and terror, the author’s fight and survival—I understand all that. Books, literature, and language allow us to understand that we are more similar than we are different.


JH: No matter what background we come from or how much money we have, everyone is affected by the pandemic. I’m hoping that connection of fighting a common enemy shifts the conversations from “others” being the enemies to the disease being the enemy we’re all fighting.


KA: That has been my hope for a very long time, that we can be united by something bigger than all of our differences. And it may take some reeducating, for sure. My lifelong purpose is to help young people, because I think maybe the adults have screwed up a little bit too much. I don’t know if there’s any hope for us, but I want to help children imagine a better world. A big part of that is helping them tell their stories of the past, the present, and the future.


JH: How important is it that we keep listening to each other? How do we use our stories, our understanding to keep the momentum of social activism going?


KA: I tell my eleven-year-old she can learn far more by listening than talking. When we read, we are listening to the writer offering us a glimpse of the world that we may not see by ourselves. When we hear music, we are listening to the rhythms and sounds that make us feel something that we weren’t feeling before. Listening is what allows us to learn. Something. Anything. Everything. And, it is that learning that we bring to our daily lives which opens up a world of possibility, about who we can be, how we can be, and what ought to be. And, isn’t that where our stories come from?


KWAME ALEXANDER is the Innovator-in-Residence at the American School of London, and the New York Times bestselling author of thirty-four books, including the Newbery Medal-winning middle grade novel, The Crossover. As the Founding Editor of Versify, an imprint of Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, he aims to change the world, one word at a time.



THE NEW OLD VOCABULARY


By Faith Adiele


WEEK 1: SHELTER


As introverts, you’re content to shelter in place. You move quiet and smiling through the house. Pass the time watching Netflix and Instagram DJs (you), CNN and WhatsApp conspiracy videos (him). Self-soothe by cooking from the Times (you) or consuming chips and matzo and grits and dollar-store cookies (him). You try not to judge. Midweek he makes a run for the border, driving seven hours to So-Cal and crossing on foot into Tijuana to get crowns installed. As he’s leaving the dentist, the U.S. and Mexico announce border closures. I’m driving straight back! he texts. Okay, you reply, distracted by the clowder of cats battling across the street (though they’re feral, so technically it’s a destruction of cats). But not without TP and mezcal!


On your birthday, a cruise ship sails under Golden Gate Bridge to dock in Oakland, 5.2 miles from your house. Twenty-one people aboard (nineteen of them crew members) test positive for coronavirus. After a week it relocates to the Black neighborhood of Hunters Point, offloading one million gallons of raw sewage.


WEEK 2: ISOLATE


As members of #ShelterPrivilege, you feel pressure to win at #QuarantineLife. To learn a foreign language. To make virtual visits to museum collections you didn’t wanna see in real life. To take walks and post footage of inspiring vistas. To attend nightly poetry readings and morning yoga. To be crafting, always crafting. To raise sourdough pets, despite the fact that, after the initial panic-shopping that cleared stores of eggs, egg substitute, rice and breadstuffs, the Bay Area abounds with bread. You hear your husband bragging on the phone about how well he’s eating, how lucky he is that his wife bakes. If only he’d married sooner, by God, he’d be rich by now!


Around the world, domestic battery rates soar as stay-at-home orders are implemented, layoffs increase, and women and children are trapped with men with histories of domestic violence.


WEEK 3: WASH


Black Brunch Club moves online, folks giddy to see capitalism on hold. “Clearly the old system wasn’t working,” they crow. “It collapsed so quickly and completely!” You burst into tears. Until now, you’ve been doing fine. Hunched over your laptop, you drip tears onto your keyboard condom, sniffles drowned out by a dreadlocked guy who’s cooking & chewing & pouring bleach into spray bottles, all on UNMUTE. Speaking of fools, in a giant tragicomedy of errors, your literary agent just sent out the manuscript you’ve been tinkering with for years. Nobody in New York is buying. You’re not ready for a new world order. You’ve worked too hard at the old one. You need a book contract and tenure. Then the revolution. Besides, you can’t imagine any national or global crisis benefitting Black & Brown folks in the end.


A former student, a South Asian physician, says he’ll be treating coronavirus patients. What narrative should I document? he asks. Ours, you reply. Eventually he follows Doctors Without Borders to the Navajo Nation, penning a poem about leaving his kids: “Tears fall/big drops against their full brown cheeks.”


WEEK 4: ENFORCEMENT


After weeks huddled in bed watching CNN like a car crash, your husband decides to Go Out. The two of you square off in the kitchen, arms akimbo. He hasn’t worked in months; someone has to pay the mortgage. He thinks you’re afraid to go out, but you simply don’t have time to mask up and stand in line to buy groceries or #SaveThePost-Office. In the beginning you patronized ethnic eateries & food trucks & indie bookstores you wanted to support, but now there’s no time. Besides, delivery people need work. You’re not sure where to set your Worry-o-meter—on telling an African man he can’t work, or on him taking his high-risk ass outside. He was fifty-seven when you wed and is now sixty-plus. The instant you exchanged vows, you started worrying about his mortality. Fortunately, he’s a germophobe. “I’d never sleep around in regular times,” he rationalizes, spritzing groceries, “or break social distancing now!” He’s downright giddy at permission to go bleach-crazy, an African habit you used to fight about.


Your iPhones are linked, so you self-soothe by watching waves pulse from the blue dot that’s him in line at Trader Joe’s, at The Home Depot, at Dollar Tree. Errands take forever, partly due to social distancing measures, partly because everything’s new to him: What’s chutney and where do you find it? When you say milk, do you mean nonfat, two percent, whole, buttermilk, lactose-free, organic, chocolate, powdered, tinned? Oh. What’s a shallot? You learn to keep your phone charged. “Our neighborhood is so poor no one can afford to stock up,” he marvels upon his return, hours later. “I found everything!” One day you forget to track him, and he returns with a haircut. Eyes narrowed over the mask, he dares you to say something.


Guns and tasers drawn, Oakland police handcuff two Black men delivering food and supplies to homeless communities. NYPD starts enforcing social-distancing rules; Blacks and Hispanics comprise 81.6 percent of summons and 92 percent of arrests.


WEEK 5: EXPOSURE


A Taiwanese American Muslim friend asks you to cohost an online session for writers of color. You decline. You’re always doing things for free, for so-called “exposure.” “Easy things” that shouldn’t take time, but, let’s face it, you’re gonna obsess, prepare, rewrite, redesign. It’s a sickness. Your friend says, “Speaking of sickness, New York is really suffering, not like California.” She grins, finger hovering over SEND until you nod. The next day thirty shiny faces pop on your screen like a brown Brady Bunch. She monitors the virtual door, welcoming folks by name, patrolling for racist Zoombombers, which is now apparently a thing. You’re in charge of the touchy-feely stuff. You call on folks to share two minutes each. They come, week after week, word of mouth growing the group to fifty-plus. Literary acquaintances, friends from other lives and cities, strangers from as far away as the Philippines. You yourself are blocked, so you marvel at the way this rainbow Hollywood Squares takes your heart apart and puts it back together in two-minute increments.


Across the country, anti-Asian harassment increases, reminiscent of the medical scapegoating that occurred just across the bridge in the 1870s, when San Francisco officials blamed smallpox and bubonic plague outbreaks on Chinatown’s “foul and disgusting vapors.”


WEEK 6: BOUNDARIES


You spend twelve hours a day Zooming, Google-Hangouting, FaceTiming. Your Wi-Fi isn’t great. You never quite seem to be heard. The people who seem not to hear you most are white men and older white women. One Karen allows you a single sentence then cuts you off. Again. “That’s it!” you shriek, pounding the red LEAVE MEETING button as it were a slammable door. Two days later you find yourself muting another Karen as she drones on about something you’d advised her not to ask the Black guest speaker. Afterward you call your mom: “The Karens will kill me before the ’rona does!” you rage. “Ugh,” your white mother groans, “my people.” When Black Twitter declares the collective noun for a group of Karens is a “privilege,” you’re healed.


The Navajo Nation registers the highest per capita rate of COVID-19 in the country, higher than New York. It’s the latest in five hundred years of “epidemiological invasions,” which, combined with colonial practices, wiped out 70 to 90 percent of Native populations by the early twentieth century.


WEEK 7: AT-RISK


It becomes clear that those who are dying are Black & Brown. Your people have always been both essential & expendable. Both crap workers (farm workers, food servers, delivery people, garbage picker-uppers) and specialists (nurses, home healthcare providers, lab techs, #NigerianDoctors). The Bay Area’s highest rates of infection and death are in your neighborhood of poor Blacks & Latinos. The Black female mayor of white San Francisco takes action; the white female mayor of Black Oakland hides out. Neighbors on Nextdoor accuse you of making everything about race. Yes, you respond, exactly.


But you’re privileged. Privileged to have a job that allows you to work online twelve hours a day. Privileged to live in The Bay with its sunny weather & food delivery & farmers’ markets & governor who knows how to lead & read. And though armed, unmasked Californians, draped in camo, patrol the countryside, whining about oppression, at least you’re not in a state full of them, the state of white privilege.


In Chicago alone, Blacks account for 72 percent of virus-related fatalities. “Those numbers take your breath away, they really do,” says Mayor Lightfoot. Six hours away, in Minneapolis, a policeman will kneel on a Black man’s neck as he begs, #ICantBreathe.


WEEK 8: RESISTANCE


Someone at Black Brunch muses, “Is this germ warfare or Mother Nature trying to rid herself of the human virus?” Weeks later, #HumansAreTheVirus becomes a hashtag, accompanied by photos of animals invading cities and a giant rubber ducky sailing the Thames. This suits you just fine. CNN may be playing on an endless loop upstairs, but the only pandemic news you want are accounts of bears living it up in Yosemite. Dolphins frolicking in blue Venetian canals. Goats clip-clopping through financial districts. That lone coyote prowling San Francisco like a Bizarro-World version of the old ad with the fake Native American and his glycerin tear.


The rare occasion you drag yourself outside, your neighborhood is barren, no more cats prowling the creek bed. Your neighborhood is transitional, trucks idling before your house in broad daylight, offloading mattresses & clothes & broken furniture & toys into the narrow park. You rush outside, hoping to shame these un-neighbors, but even if they looked up, they wouldn’t see the scowl behind your mask anyway. At night you toss in bed, feverish, listening for feline yowls, tracking the shallow breathing of the man beside you. There are fewer gunshots, fewer squealing tires, fewer ’copters overhead. How did an entire clowder (or destruction) vanish? How will your people manage to resist, yet again?


Credits:


Marsh, Julia, et al., “Blacks, Hispanics Make up Most of NYPD Social-Distancing Summonses, Arrests,” New York Post, May 8, 2020.


Okorafor, Nnedi. “Five Things COVID-19 Has Taught Me about Life,” The Lagos Review, April 19, 2020.


Rios, Desiree. “Black Americans Face Alarming Rates of Coronavirus Infection in Some States,” New York Times, Apr 7, 2020.


Shamasunder, Sriram. “Going into the Hospital: COVID 19 (Poem),” Daily Good, May 8, 2020.


Smithers, Gregory D. “COVID-19 Has Been Brutal in Indian Country—Just Like Past Epidemics Were,” Washington Post, May 20, 2020.


Zhou, Li. “How the Coronavirus Is Surfacing America’s Deep-Seated Anti-Asian Biases,” Vox, Apr 21, 2020.


FAITH ADIELE is the author of two memoirs—Meeting Faith, which won the PEN Open Book Award, and The Nigerian-Nordic Girl’s Guide to Lady Problems. She lives in Oakland, California, where she is the founder of African Book Club and VONA Travel, the nation’s first workshop for travel writers of color.



VIGILANCE AND SURRENDER


By Andre Dubus III


It is a sort of elation, a razored clarity, and it magnifies every car on the road so that I see the minute scratches on their hoods, the caked mud in their wheel wells; it makes every masked woman or man in the grocery store nearly four-dimensional, the hairs of their ears visible though I might be six feet away or more; it makes each traffic light hanging over the street as close as if I am holding it in both hands, flakes of rust on either side of it, the glass lenses pointed at my vigilant self, who has always known the world would face a calamity like this, who has been waiting for it really. For since I was very young, I have been expecting disaster everywhere and at all times.


I’m driving south on 495, the April sun high overhead. My mask hangs loosely beneath my chin. It is a much-needed N95 mask that I pulled from the pocket of my leather carpenter’s belt in the basement. I bought this mask months ago to protect my lungs from sawdust when I was building my family a dining room table that can seat as many as twenty-four people. I did this in our house in the woods forty miles north of Boston, a house I was so lucky to have built with my own hands with my only brother, fifteen years ago. He designed it, and then he and I and a small crew spent nearly three years making those drawings real. After cutting down trees and blasting into a hill of rock, we built the first floor for my wife Fontaine’s aging parents and then the three floors above were to hold us and our three children, who were then twelve, ten, and eight.


When we were finally able to move in to our new home-made house on a cold sunny March afternoon, I was forty-five years old and had never lived anywhere without a landlord. Late one of those first nights, lying in bed next to Fontaine who was asleep, I counted the rented houses and apartments I’d grown up in and lived in as a young man. The number was twenty-five.


There are very few cars on this highway, though it is late afternoon on a weekday, the usual time for commuters to head home. I take the Byfield exit, pull over, and call my brother-in-law on my flip phone. He is a retired school teacher in his early seventies, one of the kindest men I know, and I’m calling him to tell him that I’m five minutes away, that I was able to buy all the groceries on his list except for the antiseptic hand wipes, which are gone, as is all the toilet paper on the store’s shelves, and the flour and the pasta and the bottled water. I am shopping for my brother-in-law because he and his wife, a woman also in her seventies, have the virus.


They believe that she probably contracted it where she works as a nurse in a home for the elderly. Her symptoms came before his did. She lost her senses of smell and taste, and then she started throwing up and couldn’t stop, and my brother-in-law drove her to the hospital where they put her on an IV for a while before sending her home. When her test came back positive, the town’s Board of Health called and told them to stay in their house for weeks.


The first few years living in our lovely home with all of its windows and natural light, its wide-open downstairs where we hosted parties for friends and family all year long, inviting my in-laws up to join us, this structure of wood and glass where our kids felt safe and loved, I’d lie in bed late at night, unable to sleep, waiting for any rolling crunch of tires out in our gravel driveway to be a car load of men come to beat me to death. Beside my bed leaned a baseball bat I was prepared to use, but most nights, instead of expecting the kind of street trouble I’d known as a kid, I feared it was the landlord coming for the rent I did not have. I’d have to tell myself that I owned this house, no one else, except for the bank from whom I’d had to borrow, and so now I worried about them coming to take everything, even though I paid my bills, even though I wrote and published books that sold well, even though I was a university professor, even though my wife now owned a dance studio downtown.


Such abundance, and I was used to none of it. I had grown up in poverty, the son of a single mother in half-dead mill towns where I had had a violent youth, one I’ve written about elsewhere and won’t go into here, but the thing you should know is that things going consistently well for me has been like living in a foreign country, one where I’m still trying to learn the language.


My brother-in-law thanks me and tells me he’ll leave the garage door open. He asks if I’m sure I don’t need any help with the groceries. I tell him no, that I want to be a mile down the road before he even steps into that garage. We both laugh and then he starts to cough, and I hang up.


Twenty years ago, my third published book became a bestseller and made me and my young family a lot of money. I was forty and had been writing daily since I was twenty-two. To support my writing habit in my twenties, I worked as a construction laborer, a bartender, and a half-way house counselor. In my thirties, after publishing my first two books, I taught as an adjunct creative writing professor at various colleges in Boston, but I made most of my living as a self-employed carpenter. Until the wild success of my third book, I’d never had more than three hundred dollars in the bank and now I had so much more than that, I could not get rid of it fast enough.


I treated friends and family to trips and ballgames and boat rides. I bought my mother—a woman who never owned anything but used cars with well over 150,000 miles on them—a brand-new pickup truck. I’d lend friends thousands of dollars with them barely even asking for it. And as I was doing all this, I seemed to be operating under a dual awareness of myself: half of me took joy in the good times I was finally able to spark and spread around, but the other half could see that I would not feel like myself again until I was broke. Those days, I often felt like I was walking on a boat drifting through high seas.


When I pull into my brother-in-law’s driveway, the late afternoon sun is shining on his new tool shed, on his well-tended lawn and flower garden, on the clapboards of this new home he and his wife built for their retirement. I turn my truck around so that it’s pointing back to the road, then I pull on my mask and a fresh pair of latex gloves, leave my engine running, and in two trips carry a dozen bags of groceries into my brother-in-law’s garage. As I climb back behind the wheel, he comes out on the front porch in his mask and thanks me, waving as I drive away.


In the back seat of my truck are also my brother’s groceries, and in the front are groceries for my mother and my mother-in-law, who is nearly ninety-nine. We are particularly worried about her catching this thing, this widow of nearly eleven years who still does all her own cleaning and cooking, who drives her sporty leased Toyota to the gym twice a week, who goes to church on Sundays and helps my wife at the dance studio on Friday mornings when she enters into the ledger all the people who have shown up for the Zumba class. We have been living quite happily together for fifteen years, and she’s become one of my best friends.


When I show up at her door with her groceries, wearing my mask and a new pair of gloves, she greets me from only two or three feet away, and I have to tell her to go to the other side of the room. “Oh,” she says, “I keep forgetting.” She asks for my receipt and insists on paying me back in cash for her groceries before I even finish unpacking them. As I do, I know that she does not forget about the virus because daily she is moved to tears by all the dying she sees on the news. “Why?” she’ll ask me. “Why has this happened?”


I ask her to leave the money on her kitchen table and then please step into the hallway before I retrieve it. She thanks me in Greek, and says, “Sagapo,” I love you, and I say it back.


Then I’m in my truck again, driving along the Merrimack River, the late-day sun glinting off its swirling surface. I pass a house with signs on the lawn thanking our doctors and nurses and essential workers, and I think how my younger brother suffers from diabetes and three kinds of cancer, how his doctor says he has the immune system of an AIDS patient. At my brother’s apartment, I leave my truck engine running, pull on my mask and new gloves, then leave his groceries on his porch. As I put my truck in gear, his eighteen-year-old daughter Nina comes out and blows me a kiss before gathering up the bags and disappearing inside.


If I had not been a father and a husband, I believe I would have blown all that money twenty years ago. But Fontaine made it clear that it was time we had a home of our own, something other than the dark, cramped half-house we’d been renting for the past eleven years, our three young children sharing the same room. But these were largely the conditions in which I was raised, and so it took a while for me to imagine something different, to imagine that we might actually build something, that we might have a home of our own.


My next stop is my mother’s place, just a mile or so down the road from my brother’s. She is eighty-one and last year had triple bypass surgery, though she still works part-time as an addictions counselor. She lives alone on the first floor of a house she owns, and when I pull up to my mother’s I see that her car is in the driveway. I’m relieved because I fear she leaves the house more frequently than she should.


I park on a side street, pull on my mask and a fresh pair of gloves, and call her on the phone so that she’ll bring out to the porch her bags of trash and recycling. She does this, then waits inside until I’ve carried them out to the barrels in the driveway. I set her bags of groceries on the narrow porch and then wait on the sidewalk for her to come back outside. We chat briefly from twenty feet away. My lovely mother’s hair is white, and it pains me that I cannot hug her, this woman who raised me and my three siblings largely alone, in one rented house or apartment after another, this woman whom we all worry about more than ever before. She thanks me, then says, “You’re the family Sherpa.”


And as I wave at my mother and drive away, I picture those Himalayan men, paid to haul climbers’ food and supplies up steep mountains. It is an image that seems to ripple through me, for throughout this strange, hard time I’ve been thinking a lot about the words love and family and friends and community, and I think about our three children, who not so long ago were moving with us into our new homemade house in the woods and now they are twenty-seven, twenty-four, and twenty-three, all living full lives elsewhere, though the oldest two have come home for a while, and they do not like me being the one to shop for others. They tell me that I’m old and that I could die and I see the same fear in their faces that I’ve held for so long in the depths of my own heart. But how can I tell them that I feel most at home when things are perilous? That all that is wonderful in this world is frighteningly temporary and so when abundance of any kind comes, we must celebrate it, for what has saved me, what has asked me to open myself and trust in something larger, is my love for them and for their mother, for my larger family and many friends, and I want to hug my children and tell them that it’s okay, but we cannot hug, can we?
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