














PRAISE FOR
The House That Made Me


“Jarrett has compiled a powerful and must-read collection of meditations on the meaning of home. Each essay in this diverse collection—with writings from rural America to war-torn Sri Lanka—transports the reader on a fresh and riveting journey into the hauntings and heartbreak of childhood. As a whole these varied voices come together in a kind of symphony, a harmonious reminder that individual stories illuminate the connection we all have to one another. Ultimately, these voices together transform this book into its own kind of shelter.”


—Jennifer Percy, author of Demon Camp, a New York Times Notable Book


“The House That Made Me is a revelatory investigation of home, that most beloved and fraught word—how home wields the power to shape us, undo us, remake us. How we carry it, how we let it go. The table of contents for The House That Made Me includes some of the finest writers working today, and the worlds that exist inside this tremendous anthology suggest contemporary literature has never been so vital.”


—Laura van den Berg, author of Find Me




PAST PRAISE FOR …


GRANT JARRETT


On Ways of Leaving


“Ruthlessly brilliant writing brings grace to a story smoldering in pain.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“… an outstanding and devastating new novel …”


—Independent Publisher


ALICE EVE COHEN


On The Year My Mother Came Back


“I love, love, love this book. It’s so rich, so real and so moving … astonishingly wonderful—I was enthralled … You’re a brilliant writer.”


—Caroline Leavitt, book critic for Boston Globe and People, and New York Times best-selling author of Pictures of You


“A wry, magical memoir about the transcendent power of mother-daughter love.”


—Elle magazine


“Fiercely brave and unflinchingly honest.”


—The Brooklyn Rail


“A perfect book. I want to tell every body, every mother, every daughter, to read it.”


—Abigail Thomas, best-selling author of A Three Dog Life


KRIS RADISH


“Radish’s prose is a joy—energetic, attitudinal, often hilarious and perfectly suited to the anecdotal form.”


—Kirkus


“Kris Radish creates characters that seek and the celebrate the discovery of…women’s innate power.”


—The Denver Post


“Radish unrolls a rollicking yet reflective read that adds to her robust repertoire of beloved fiction…What’s a reader to do but relish the ride?”


—BookPage


Lee Upton


On The Tao of Humiliation: Stories, named one of the “best books of 2014” by Kirkus Reviews:


“Masterful stories by a writer of great lyrical gifts. Upton focuses on personal relationships, especially the immediacy and estrangement that emerge from the intensity of family life … Upton specializes in ending her stories with epiphanies that can be searing in their poignancy. These 17 tales explore personal and familial relationships with both pathos and humor—and all are well worth reading.”


—Kirkus Starred Review


“Poet, essayist, and fiction writer Upton’s stories are playful, full of clever allusions that are deftly presented … Upton’s story openings tend to be vivid; they’re great hooks … This is a smart and highly entertaining book.”


—Publishers Weekly Starred Review


Pamela Erens


“Everyone who has the good fortune to pick up one of Erens’ (two) novels becomes a fan. Whether writing about teenagers at boarding school (The Virgins) or a loner at the end of his tether (The Understory), Erens has a gift for making you want to spend time in her characters’ company. Then you want to scout her other fans to discuss your good fortune of discovering her talents.”


— Reader’s Digest “23 Contemporary Writers You Should Have Read By Now” (2014)


Roy Kesey


“(A)n exhilarating ramble … Kesey’s inventiveness is a treat.”


—Malcolm Forbes, The Times Literary Supplement (London)


“Kesey excels at evoking the geography of the country.”


—Jonathan Barnes, Literary Review (London)


“Make no mistake: Kesey is a remarkable and serious writer. Stylistically, he sometimes approaches the same category as Don DeLillo or Cormac McCarthy; he is very clearly a poet, and conspicuously original.”


—Tod Wodicka, The National (UAE)


“A near-direct descendant of Samuel Beckett.”


—Jonathan Messinger, Time Out Chicago


RU FREEMAN


On On Sal Mal Lane, the second, Extraordinary Rendition: (American) Writers on Palestine.


“Freeman never strays far from the neighborhood’s youngest inhabitants. They are wondrous to behold, with their intelligence, imagination and innocence. I don’t know that I’ve seen children more opulently depicted in fiction since Dickens.”


—Christina Garcia for the New York Times Book Review


“Ru Freeman has made a book unlike anything I’ve ever read. It’s a great contribution to not only to the conversation about Palestine, but to the larger one about peace and justice.”


—Cheryl Strayed, author of Wild


TIM JOHNSTON


“Outstanding … The days when you had to choose between a great story and a great piece of writing? Gone.”


—Esquire


“The story [Descent] unfolds brilliantly, always surprisingly …The magic of his prose equals the horror of Johnston’s story; each somehow enhances the other … Read this astonishing novel.”


—The Washington Post
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introduction


Though the definition of the word “home” may be fixed, its connotations are as varied and personal as fingerprints. Even for a particular individual on a given day, its meaning is layered, the lens through which it’s viewed in constant motion. And yet there are few things as potent, as visceral and multifaceted as the word and what it represents. Nothing is more highly charged than that first home, the rooms where our memories were born, the place where those first battles were fought and won or lost, where family was defined and redefined, where dreams were born and realized or reluctantly discarded. Rich with our earliest experience, it may have been, may still be, a source of great happiness and great pain, its rooms overflowing with laughter, joy, fear, sorrow. Most likely the image of that first home evokes a hodgepodge of thoughts, sensation and emotions, but regardless, it seems to reach out to us, to draw us ever back. That was certainly my experience when I found myself sitting at my computer some eighteen months ago examining pixelated images of the house where my life began.


Perhaps, in looking back, we hope to gain a new understanding, to rekindle some cherished feeling, to reclaim something lost or discarded. Perhaps we are searching for a way to mend ancient wounds or alleviate some lingering ache for ourselves or for others. Perhaps we yearn to relive a moment of great happiness or recapture some essential part of ourselves: innocence, joy, youth, purity, or at least the fleeting illusion of purity that childhood so often constructs.


I didn’t know, when I sat at my desk that day and, with nothing but my curiosity to drive me, typed my first address into Google Earth, what I was getting into. I didn’t plan to get so caught up in the house and the neighborhood where I was born, I didn’t intend to write an essay, and I certainly couldn’t have foreseen the book you are now holding. It was the idea of that first home that drew me in, the memories that held me. But if at the onset this was about me, about my past, my home, and my vision, it has long since developed a will and a direction of its own. Thanks to the wonderful authors who have joined me on this journey, taking their own virtual excursions on Google Earth, my private impulse has become something far broader and more universal.


In fact it is the melding of the personal with the universal that makes this collection compelling. And though there are obstacles, setbacks, and tribulations in every life, these are stories of enlightenment and survival. Meg Tuite’s raucous neighborhood is a place from which to escape, her oppressive home a motivation to do better. When Pamela Erens recalls her privileged childhood in Chicago, she sees economic and racial divisions, aware, as she looks back, that what we see and feel is colored by our vantage point, that reality is fluid and always subject to interpretation. Tim Johnston’s deeply affecting story is a chronicle of regret, but also of understanding and acceptance. And it serves as a reminder that although our histories remain with us, it is, to some degree, up to us to determine how they impact our lives. Ru Freeman takes us to Sri Lanka, drawing us in with her rich sensory descriptions. Along with the heat and discomfort, we can feel the fear, confusion, and grief that permeate her young life. In a country where earthquakes, death threats, and armed soldiers are commonplace, she learns forgiveness. Surrounded by violence, pain, deprivation, and loss, she gains the strength to fashion a future of her own.


But although I might enjoy the challenge, dissecting and describing each of these essays, trying to put into words what makes each one work, would be like writing a melody to describe a symphony. So I think I’ll bow out now and let the orchestra begin.





mid-michigan, wacousta road


LEE UPTON


I love the landing.


At first we’re coming to earth from outer space, the globe growing larger as we near our destination. The rooftops are miniaturized, the tops of trees look foreshortened and puffy, telephone poles recline, a bridge warps. From this height the fields bristle, like fabric, the texture as pilled as a snagged sweater. The image tilts and flattens and I’m on the road outside my first home, the farmhouse in mid-Michigan where I lived for the first eighteen years of my life.


I have arrived close to the grain of the tarmac. Yards ahead should be a wild apple tree with its wormy sour apples. I can’t find the tree, but there are the gullies that rushed with torrents of rainwater in the spring, and to the right stretches the meadow just behind where the horse barn used to be. The bare limbs of the trees look flimsy, as if the past has resolved into a sketch. The sky is dented with the cloudy greyness of a rainy afternoon.


It is November 2008 on the ground, and I am viewing my first home through Google Earth in December 2014. This representation of the past can be manipulated, rotated. And what we see—unlike a photograph or a film or a digital image we’ve created—can’t be erased. It’s there, waiting for anyone. Being at my home in this way seems both touching to me and sinister, sinister because no one on the ground could have known that the land was captured at this moment, as place and time are frozen while we can be in motion, drifting over landmarks or wafting as if with a current, like a jellyfish.


The experience is less like being a jellyfish, however, than like being both a ghost and a voyeur. I can’t be seen or heard, a body-less spirit drifting out of time. I’m floating just above the road and shifting direction, invading the privacy of the place.


Google Earth—at least as I’m using it in this location—doesn’t reward impatience. The resolution of images is spotty. If I move too quickly the view degenerates, stutters, breaks apart into panes of green and grey. Even with patience, the resolution of the images is like memory: at some points things are brighter and more grained, and the roadside gives back what William Carlos Williams called “the twiggy stuff of bushes.” Turn in another direction and everything is a murky mirror ball. The landscape breaks apart and I’m spilled out of street view and up into the globe again.


To see if location affects resolution I check my current home address in Pennsylvania and find that the image on Google Earth is remarkably clear. (There’s my car—I must have been home.) I return to Wacousta Road in mid-Michigan and the image blurs, although now the effect strikes me as being like the workings of memory, as if memory needs blank spots, even forgetfulness.


The house I grew up in is white and two-storied with black shutters. The house and yard look unsuspecting, innocent. Seeing the house means that wherever I look memories cloud the view. I remember how in the dining room my father organized bills, impaling them on a nail on a block of wood. He held his head in his hands and sat with those impaled bills before him. For years he and my mother feared that we’d lose the house and farm. I remember my bedroom, how it would become so cold in winter that if I brought a glass of water upstairs the water would be partly frozen by morning.


Even before my mother left the house to live with my family, and then with my sister Faye, she was losing her sight. She still somehow tended the gardens. By then the horse barn and the milk house had been torn down. Even earlier, when the county widened the road, the two enormous maples on the front lawn were toppled.


On my computer screen everything about the house seems foreshortened, compressed. After my mother’s funeral members of my family drove to the house although it no longer belonged to us. My sister Lana walked across the lawn and I followed her. We looked into the windows and saw a pool table and posters of naked women. The house had been rented out to a group of young guys. Today other people are living in the house.


What surprises me now is how much the landscape surrounding the house calls to me. To the south, if I move out of street view, I can fly over the woods, which are greenish grey with pines and the mysterious small hills near the creek. From Google Earth the grave markers in Sowle Cemetery (how painfully appropriate the name is) look like tacks pressed into soil. These scenes constrict my throat.


I don’t feel rooted but dispersed across this landscape. Like many children I had been lonely. Not a grounded person but a girl who believed things were made of spirits. I invented little rituals and was seldom without a book unless I was in the woods or wading in the creek. What I’m especially grateful for: I had the great good fortune to be left most often to my own devices.


The past—it’s like walking into a cobweb. The stickiness of it.


Some of the settings in my fiction draw from what I can see or from what memory helps me see here: the bridge under which I caught minnows in mason jars, the narrow trails in the woods, and the stream where I sat on a boulder for long hours and made secret promises to myself. The landscape is an endless place, yet vulnerable as all landscapes are.


I don’t know if I should make too many claims for Googling home. I keep being reminded that the technology is subject to distortion, to what’s called “poor resolution,” a term that makes me think of how much of the past cannot be resolved. When I use Google Earth to follow the path of the creek below what had been my home or to cross above the fields to the north I think of the stories of farm accidents, of the woman who was said to have poured scalding water over her husband while he slept, of the girl who walked along the road and was struck with a bicycle chain whipped at her by laughing boys in a speeding car. Memory at first seems frail, contorted, and like parts of the landscape here, memory appears grey, with a greenish tinge. Memory sprouts, branches, could go on nearly endlessly, unfolding.


Technology cannot capture the full physicality of this landscape, but the failures of the technology, its blurring, bending images, create an experience that is resonant and weirdly similar to the workings of memory for me. It’s as if time thaws here because so much of what’s seen is an inducement to memory, and memory craves motion.


I have recurring dreams. In a variant of those dreams I am inside a house as one wall then another blows down until all the walls are flat around me and I am standing there, unprotected. At first in the dream I’m anxious, but then I see where I am—in the meadow across from the house where I grew up. The meadow grass is high and mist rises from the ground, and everything is a little smudged, and I become calm. Maybe I can think of the dream as telling me what I’ve been telling myself as I write this: that it was the soil and the air and the water of my first home that claimed me. Even when I want to be dispassionate, when seeing the landscape I react physically before full thoughts form. I can’t be dispassionate.


A place, if we’ve lived there long enough, becomes partly made of memory and can’t be reduced to metaphor. It is not a grave or a cradle. I knew as much before I tried Google Earth, but it was good to go home again in such a peculiar way, if only because I saw how memories are incited in this other dimension. I’ve been thinking about forgetfulness too—how every memory arrives cross-stitched with forgetting, and how forgetting is powerful, as if forgetting is one capacity we can actually master.


I’ve come back a few more times to Google Earth to see where I grew up. My favorite path: following the creek below our house, a creek where I wandered as a child. Even hovering high above where I walked, I can feel again the wonder of being in that place, the awe of it, the innocence of it, and how all places need protection—and how the world I wanted was there, and will be there, without me.





surviving wayne avenue


TIM JOHNSTON


3002 Wayne Avenue.


This isn’t the house I was born in, or even the house of my earliest memories. My parents were poor graduate students—my mother in the liberal arts, my father in jurisprudence—and they moved around from rented place to rented place and I would not call any of those places we lived in ”home” until, finally, just out of law school and ready to begin his practice, my father bought this house on the corner of Wayne Avenue and Dover Street in Iowa City, Iowa.


One spring day he took us to see it. A modest, functionally shaped, newly erected house, 3002 was one of just a few in the newest of neighborhoods on the extreme eastern edge of town, and as we four kids—two older brothers, myself, a younger sister—spilled from the family wagon, there was no happy green lawn for us to run through, no tree limbs to swing from, but instead a great deal of mud and tire tracks and bits of construction debris. A pair of wooden sawhorses stood in the driveway very much in the manner, I remember, of resting ponies. To the east and to the south, for as far as we could see, was open Iowa farmland. To the east, nearly on the horizon, an old gray barn sat alone in all that space.


Years later, when I began writing fiction, this is how I described our new home:


A January wind was in the seams of the back door, moaning eerily. The house, the whole neighborhood, kept its back to open farmland and bore the first, hardest blows of weather. In the spring the air was soaked in the smell of soil and manure, and at night you heard the cows bawl, and the horn of the freight trains was to warn them, William said, to stay off the tracks or else. (”Irish Girl”)


That spring day, the old barn didn’t look so far away but later—two, three years later?—when my two older brothers and I set out for it on foot, convinced by the oldest of us that it was time to run away and what better destination than an old gray barn, it turned out to be much, much farther away than it looked—a trick of depth perception: nothing between the edge of our neighborhood and the barn to suggest distance or scale—nothing but Iowa flatness. (Many years later, after all that flatness had been consumed by developers, and the barn itself repurposed into The Barn—four modern-rustic condos—my brothers and I helped our mother in; did we remember then the day we tried, and failed, to reach that structure by foot?)


Memory is shaky—I was four or five—but I believe my mother looked upon the barren lawn of mud, and on the muddied and un-tree-lined street that did not turn nor cul-desac but merely ended, as if in exhaustion, in a field of last year’s weeds, with a brave face my father did not notice or else chose not to notice; after a lifetime of poverty, of growing up on his grandparents’ farm, of an unreliable-at-best father of his own, he was a lawyer at age thirty, had four young children and a wife, and he had bought them this house. What a moment it must have been for him!


The old man had been a high school basketball star and he showed us the place over the garage where he would mount the hoop; who would say he couldn’t? Some landlord? This was his house. His. Ours. Here, we would do as we pleased.


In that short story I wrote years later, William is the fictionalized version of my oldest brother, and in the story he is an adopted older brother, which helps to explain to the narrator, his little brother, William’s increasingly strange behavior as the two boys grow up in that suburban outpost. When the father of the story gets the politics bug and disappears, as ours did, to faraway Des Moines for long stretches of time, William becomes more defiant, delinquent, violent, and often cruel to the boys’ mother, who seems helpless to control her eldest.


William doesn’t survive Wayne Avenue. And in a way neither did my brother; by the time my parents were divorced a few years later, my brother was well on his way to a lifetime of terrible decisions and destructive behavior that broke our parents’ hearts over and over again. For many years my other siblings and I thought he was just an overgrown bully and jerk—and he was. But he was also an addict, a thing none of us could’ve conceived of when we were young and living on the outer edge of Iowa City, Iowa.


My oldest brother was many other things too, and he had a life none of us would ever know.


Here’s what we did know: he was a genius with mechanical things, including engines and computers; over the years he repaired a number of each of these for me without charge. He had old old friends who would remain loyal to him no matter what, unlike some of us, his worn-down family. Later in life when one of his own troubled sons had a son, he began to dote on the boy, his grandson, and we could see how much he loved this boy and how much the boy loved him. It was astonishing.
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