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“BRILLIANT … AN OUTSTANDING COLLECTION … EVERY ONE OF THESE STORIES IS A GEM.”
—The Plain Dealer (Cleveland)


“Rewarding … Chaon is a writer who can convincingly squeeze whole lives—the ones we lead and the more alluring ones we so eagerly imagine for ourselves—into a mere twenty pages or so. He writes beautifully.… His repeated grappling with questions of choice and chance in ordinary people’s lives, far from feeling repetitious, yields rich rewards in its every variation. Chaon’s seriousness of purpose and gifts of observation are enough to suggest that when any roster of skilled practitioners of the American short story is drawn up, he should definitely be counted present.”

—Chicago Tribune




“These stories are filled with a wicked innocence, a wonderful way of seeing what is new in the way we live the lives we’ve grown used to. [Chaon] makes us feel the fearfulness available—given the right light, the wrong music—from the ordinary. He honors his readers and his characters with direct language, compelling moments, and a chance to see clearly what is coming toward them.”

—FREDERICK BUSCH
Author of Girls and The Night Inspector




“Within these pages Chaon’s lonely protagonists struggle to invent or erase themselves. Their histories are disordered, their futures uncertain. But for the reader the pleasures involved are indelible. These are memorable, mighty stories told by a master. An absolutely stupendous collection!”

—KAREN JOY FOWLER
Author of Sarah Canary and Black Glass




“Captivating … Chaon’s work is especially notable for his casually precise prose and deep intelligence for the resonant scene. A gem of a second collection from an immensely promising writer of unmistakably original—and distinctively rewarding—literary gifts.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)



“[A] SOULFUL, PITCH-PERFECT COLLECTION …


Chaon’s characters confront their own self-deceptions and strive for truer, more heartfelt existences. Like Ethan Canin and Lorrie Moore, Chaon understands that our lives are the sum of decisions both grand and small. Most important, he conveys how the toughest choice of all is the one to keep moving.”

—Time Out New York




“Masterful … Chaon’s work achieves a blend of tenderness and slate-black melancholy.… They also contain an elegance of form—shifting narrative perspectives and clean, brutal language—that accumulates into something splendidly trustworthy.”

—The Boston Globe




“Among the Missing clearly establishes [Chaon] as one of the most eloquent story writers of our time. Falling naturally into the traditions of John Updike, Raymond Carver, Tobias Wolff, and Richard Ford, Chaon tells lean, elegant stories of boyhood, rural life, and existential journeys through modern family life with precision, wry humor, and surprise.… Chaon writes with a lyricism and structural logic that turn each story into art so carefully crafted it becomes invisible behind the familiar but startling tales of human hope, loss, disconnection, and survival.… Chaon’s wisdom evolves so seamlessly from realistic situations precisely wrought, and with such freshness and compassion, that even as the dramas and conclusions unsettle, the reader feels grateful for the confidence shared, the understanding provoked.”

—The Providence Journal




“Among the Missing is one of the best story collections I’ve read this year. Chaon’s eloquent, finely crafted tales probe the depths of loss and absence with heart-wrenching particularity. Whether it’s with sweet regret or heartfelt despair, a sense of loss weaves through these stories like a fine binding ribbon. Chaon knows how to take his characters to the very edge, and sometimes, luckily for the reader, he brings them back.”

—Minneapolis Star Tribune




“Beautiful and insightful stories … Riveting and unpredictable, each pristine tale of absence looms like the proverbial tip of the iceberg as Chaon succeeds brilliantly in suggesting the immensity and mystery floating silently below the surface of everyday life, shadowy compressions of all the complicated and contradictory thoughts and feelings that humans conceal from each other out of fear and love.”

—Booklist (boxed and starred review)




“These are stories with dark edges, peopled by characters who face the limits of rage and despair. But in the midst of turmoil, Dan Chaon holds fast to his own sense of the whimsical and the absurd. He sees people with delight; he offers us visions of hope and awe through his own fearless compassion.”

—MELANIE RAE THON
Author of Sweet Hearts and First, Body




“A startling glimpse into [a] strange fictional world. In tight, clean prose Chaon renders story after story brimming with equal parts menace and grace. His stories haunt and amaze, lingering like great fiction should.”

—ELWOOD REID
Author of If I Don’t Six and Midnight Sun




“Dan Chaon writes with superlative craft and compassion about people who step out of their ordinary lives and into mysteries. These are wonderful stories: tough, spooky, and full of heart.”

—JEAN THOMPSON
Author of Wild Blue Yonder




“A brilliant and important new voice in American fiction … Dan Chaon movingly parses the omnipresence of absence in our lives.”

—DAVID JAUSS
Author of Black Maps
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Whatever this was all about,
it was not a vain attempt—journey.

—RAYMOND CARVER
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SAFETY MAN
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Safety Man is all shriveled and puckered inside his zippered nylon carrying tote, and taking him out is always the hardest part. Sandi is disturbed by him for a moment, his shrunken face, and she averts her eyes as he crinkles and unfolds. She has a certain type of smile ready in case anyone should see her inserting the inflator pump into his backside; there is a flutter of protective embarrassment, and when a car goes past she hunches over Safety Man’s prone form, sheilding his not-yet-firm body from view. After a time, he begins to fill out—to look human.

Safety Man used to be a joke. When Sandi and her husband, Allen, had moved to Chicago, Sandi’s mother had sent the thing. Her mother was a woman of many exaggerated fears, and Sandi and Allen couldn’t help but laugh. They took turns reading aloud from Safety Man’s accompanying brochure: Safety Man—the perfect ladies’ companion for urban living! Designed as a visual deterrent, Safety Man is a life-size simulated male that appears one hundred eighty pounds and six feet tall, to give others the impression that you are protected while at home alone or driving in your car. Incredibly real-seeming, with positionable latex head and hands and air-brushed facial highlights, handsome Safety Man has been field-tested to keep danger at bay!

“Oh, I can’t believe she sent this,” Sandi had said. “She’s really slipping.”

Allen lifted it out of its box, holding it by the shoulders like a Christmas gift sweater. “Well,” he said. “He doesn’t have a penis, anyway. It appears that he’s just a torso.”

“Ugh!” she said, and Allen observed its wrinkled, bog man face dispassionately.

“Now, now,” Allen said. He was a tall, soft-spoken man, and was more amused by Sandi’s mother’s foibles than Sandi herself was. “You never know when he might come in handy,” and he looked at her sidelong, gently ironic. “Personally,” he said, “I feel safer already.”

And they’d laughed. Allen put his long arm around her shoulder and snickered silently, breathing against her neck while Safety Man slid to the floor like a paper doll.

Now that Allen is dead, it doesn’t seem so funny anymore. Now that she is a widow with two young daughters, Safety Man has begun to seem entirely necessary, and there are times when she is in such a hurry to get him out of his bag, to get him unfolded and blown up that her hands actually tremble. Something is happening to her.

There are fears she doesn’t talk about. There is an old lady she sees at the place where she often eats lunch. “O God, O God,” the lady will say, “O Jesus, sweet Jesus, my Lord and Savior, what have I done?” And Sandi watches as the old woman bows her head. The old woman is nicely dressed, about Sandi’s mother’s age, speaking calmly, good posture, her gloved hands clasped in front of her chef’s salad.

And there is a man who follows Sandi down the street and keeps screaming, “Kelly!” at her back. He thinks she is Kelly. “Baby,” he calls. “Do you have a heart? Kelly, I’m asking you a question! Do you have a heart?” And she doesn’t turn, she never gets a clear look at his face, though she can feel his body not far behind her.

Sandi is not as desperate as these people, but she can see how it is possible.

Since Allen died, she has been worrying about going insane. There is a history of it in her family. It happened to her uncle Sammy, a religious fanatic who’d ended his own life in the belief that Satan was planting small packets of dust in the hair behind his ears. Once, he’d told Sandi confidentially, he’d thrown a packet of dust on the floor of his living room, and suddenly the furniture began attacking him. It flew around the room, striking him glancing blows until he fled the house. “I guess I learned my lesson!” he told her. “I’ll never do that again!” A few weeks later, he put a shotgun in his mouth and pulled the trigger.

Sandi’s mother is not such an extreme case, but she, too, has become increasingly eccentric since the death of Sandi’s father. She has become a believer in various causes, and sends Sandi clippings, or calls on the phone to tell her about certain toxic chemicals in the air and water, about the apocalyptic disappearance of frogs from the hemisphere, about the overuse of antibiotics creating a strain of super-resistant viruses, about the dangers of microwave ovens. She accosts people in waiting rooms and supermarkets, digging deep into her purse and bringing up photocopied pamphlets, which she will urge on strangers. “Read this if you don’t believe me!” And they will pretend to read it, careful and serious, because they are afraid of her and want her to leave them alone.

But she is functional. At sixty-eight, she still works as a nurse’s aide on the neurological ward of the hospital. She’ll regale Sandi with the most horrifying stories about her brain-damaged patients. Then she’ll say how much she loves her job.

Sandi, too, is functional. Besides Safety Man, there is nothing abnormal about her life. She works, like before, as a claims adjuster at the IRS. She used to have trouble getting up in the morning, but now she wakes before the alarm. She is showered and dressed before her daughters even begin to stir; she has their cereal in the bowls, ready to be doused with milk, their lunches packed, even little loving notes tucked in between bologna sandwiches and juice boxes. She stands at the door as they finish their breakfasts, sipping her coffee, her beige trench coat over her arm. At this very moment, hundreds of women in this exact coat are hurrying down Michigan Avenue. She is no different from them, despite the inflatable man in her tote bag.

The girls love Safety Man. Megan is ten and Molly is eight, and they have decided that Safety Man is handsome. They have been involved in dressing him: their father’s old black leather jacket and sunglasses, and a baseball cap, turned backward. They are pleased to be protected by a life-size simulated male guardian, and when she drops them off at school, they bid him farewell. “So long, Jules,” they call. They have decided that they would like to have a boyfriend named Jules.

Sandi works all day, picks up the girls, makes dinner, does a few loads of laundry. She doesn’t have hallucinations or strange thoughts. She doesn’t feel paranoid, exactly, though the odor of accidents, of sudden, inexplicable death is with her always. Most of the time, during the day, her fears seem ridiculous, and even somewhat clichéd. She knows she cannot predict the bad things that lie in wait for her, can never really know. She accepts this, most of the time. She tries not to think about her husband.

Still, when the girls are asleep and the house is quiet, Sandi feels certain that he will appear to her. He is here somewhere, she thinks. The most supernatural thing she can imagine is the idea that he has truly ceased to exist, that she will never see him again.

At night, she goes down to the kitchen, which is where he passed away. He had been standing at the counter, making coffee. No one else was awake, and when she found him he was sprawled on the tile, not breathing. She called 911, then pressed her mouth to his lips, thrust her palms against his chest, trying to remember high school CPR. But he had been dead for a while.

She finds herself standing there in the kitchen, waiting. She imagines that he will walk in, a translucent hologram of himself, like ghosts on TV—that loping, easygoing tall man’s walk he had, a sleepy smile on his face. But she would be satisfied even with something less than that—a blurry shape in the door frame like a smudge on a photo negative, or a bobbing light passing through the hall. Anything, anything. She can remember how badly she once wanted to believe in ghosts, how much she’d wanted, after her father died, to believe that he was watching over her—“hovering above us,” as her mother said.

But she never felt any sort of presence, then or now. There is nothing but Safety Man, sitting in the window facing the street, his positionable hands clutching a book, his positionable head bent toward it in thoughtful repose, a Milan Kundera novel that she’d found among Allen’s books, a passage he’d underlined: “Chance and chance alone has a message for us. Everything that occurs out of necessity, everything expected, repeats day in and day out, is mute. Only chance can speak to us. We read its messages much as gypsies read the images made by coffee grounds at the bottom of a cup.” Alone beside the standing lamp, Safety Man considers the passage as Sandi sleeps. Because he has no legs, his jeans hang flaccidly from his waist. He reads and reads, a lonely figure.

Most of the time, Sandi is okay. Everything feels anesthetized. The worst part is when her mother calls. Sandi’s mother still lives on the outskirts of Denver, in the small suburb where Sandi grew up; her voice on the phone is boxy and distant. Mostly, Sandi’s mother wants to talk about her job, her patients, whom Sandi has come to know like characters in a book—Brad, the comatose boy who’d been in a bicycle accident, and whose thick, beautiful hair her mother likes to comb; Adrienne, who had drug-induced brain damage, and who compulsively hides things in her bra; little old Mr. Hudgins, who suffers from confusion after a small stroke. Sometimes he feels certain that Sandi’s mother is his wife. But the cast of her mother’s stories is always changing, and Sandi has learned not to become too attached to any one of them. Once, when she asked after a patient that her mother had talked about frequently, her mother had sighed forgetfully. “Oh, didn’t I tell you?” she said. “He passed away a couple of weeks ago.”

Sometimes, Sandi’s mother likes to talk about death or other philosophical issues. One night after dinner, while Sandi is drinking tea at the kitchen table and the girls are watching music videos on television, Sandi’s mother calls to ask whether she believes in an afterlife.

“I realized,” Sandi’s mother says. “I don’t know this about you.”

Sandi sighs. “I don’t know, Mom,” she says. “I really haven’t given it much thought.”

“Oh, you must have some opinion!” her mother says. She has that bright, nursely twinkle in her voice that makes Sandi cringe.

“Really,” Sandi says. “It’s not something I want to talk about. I mean, I hope that there’s some part of us that lives on. That’s about as far as I’ve imagined at this point.”

“Hmm …” her mother says thoughtfully. “I’m undecided, myself. I don’t think most people are interesting enough to have souls.” And her voice takes on a musing quality that Sandi recognizes with grim resignation. “Do you know that the living now outnumber the dead? You understand what I’m saying? It’s the result of the global population boom. There are six billion people alive on this planet, and that’s more than have died in all of recorded history! It’s a fact.”

“Where did you hear that?” Sandi asks. “That doesn’t seem accurate.”

“Oh, it’s true,” Sandi’s mother says brightly. “I read it!” Then she sighs. “Oh, Sandi,” she says. “I wish your father and I had given you kids some religious training when you were young. Religion would be very helpful to you right now.”

“Oh, really?” Sandi says. She thinks of Uncle Sammy and his packets of devil dust.

“Well, you are that type of person, sweetheart,” her mother says firmly. “You’ve always been that way, ever since you were little. I’m very comfortable with doubt, and I thought you’d be the same way, because you’re my child. But you’re not that way at all!”

Sandi doesn’t know what to say to her. “Comfortable with doubt?” What does that mean? Where has her mother picked up language like that? “Okay,” Sandi says passively. She has been reading a lot of self-help books with the same tone. They spoke like this—“coping,” “coming to terms,” “finding closure.” As if such a thing is possible.

At the IRS, sometimes people are threatened. The woman in the next cubicle, Janice, has been getting letters from a man who wants to kill and eat her. It’s not funny, Sandi feels, though Janice often pretends it is. She reads his letters aloud—gruesome descriptions of what this person would like to do to her—and her voice takes on a dry, comic quality, as if it is nothing more than an anecdote. “It’s like something out of a movie!” Janice exclaims. And Sandi loves Janice’s easy, unfrightened confidence.

Still, when she and Janice go out to lunch, Sandi wonders if the letter-writer might be watching, following them. As they pass through the lobby of the building where they work, Sandi watches the faces. The man will look outwardly normal, Sandi feels. She lets her eyes rest on the lecherous security guards at the front desk, the skinny one and the handsome one. She scans over the heavy-set man who sits before his open briefcase, eating a sandwich; beyond him, three young men in identical suits and haircuts burst into laughter; through the window behind them, Sandi can see the figures of people walking by on the sidewalk, their shapes hazy in the windblown snow, the small cadre of secretaries huddled against the side of the building, smoking cigarettes.

Once, not long ago, she walked past the standing ashtray they convene around. She remembers looking down. There, among the slender, lipstick-stained cigarette butts, which stood up in the gravel like dead trees, she saw a tooth—a human tooth, lying there. She stood staring at it. What’s happening to the world? she thought.

She wishes she could tell this story to Allen. What would he say? she wonders.

She has noticed that when she imagines speaking to him, she can clearly hear his voice. She can carry on long conversations in her head, and it seems very real. For a while, she’d had the same experience after her father died. Then the voice faded away.

Most of the time, she imagines Allen laughing his baritone laugh. “You’ve really built a big thing out of this, haven’t you?” he says. He would tease her into smiling about it. “You’re a trooper with the big stuff, but you obsess over the details,” he says. “You’re funny that way.”

Once, he told her that he thought she tended to “displace her emotions.” She didn’t mind it when he would use this kind of jargon, though she kidded him about it. He had been a psychology major in college, had become an insurance salesman. She didn’t think he could help himself. It was something she’d loved about him, that mix of irony and kindly officiousness.

“Displaced emotion,” she’d said, rolling her eyes. “Oh, please. What does that mean, exactly?”

He smiled a little, as if he knew more than he was willing to say. They were washing dishes, and he handed her a plate to dry. “It means,” he said, “that you’re not worried about what you think you’re worried about.”

Which is something she worries about, nowadays. What should she be worried about? What are the things she tries not to think about?

Well, there’s this: Sometimes, she sleeps with Safety Man. The thought of someone knowing this actually makes her blush, so she tries not to let it cross her mind. It’s no one’s business—probably it’s perfectly natural, perfectly normal to want to fill that empty spot in their bed with a body, even an artificial one.

But what about that one night, when she’d stayed up late, drinking? In bed, she’d boozily cuddled against Safety Man, legless though he was. She’d even kissed him.

No, she doesn’t think about that. She doesn’t think about the way, in crowds, she sees Allen’s face, or her mother, or her daughters, and her heart will crackle like a product being freeze-dried. She doesn’t think about the janitor who resembles Safety Man, disappearing around the corner of a hallway as she walks from her cubicle to the restroom to pat water on her face. She doesn’t think about her mother, clutching her at Allen’s funeral. “You know, honey,” her mother said, “you’re never going to find another man who loves you as much as Allen did.” Her mother sighed. “It’s a real tragedy,” she said, and put a hand to her throat, as if to constrict a sob.

Sometimes, such thoughts seem unbearable.

But she is functional. She maneuvers through her day, despite the cannibal letter-writers, despite teeth in ashtrays, despite Safety Man janitors steering their wheeled mop buckets past her workstation. When she begins to feel a wave of grief or terror washing over her, she likes to visualize a line of cheerleaders in her mind’s eye. They jump and do splits and wave their pom-poms: “Push it back! Push it back! Push it wa-a-ay back!” they chant, and it seems to work. She thinks of how much Allen would like these mental cheerleaders. How he would laugh.

Sandi’s daughters, Megan and Molly, seem to be coping fairly well. Sandi knows that she doesn’t think about them as much as she should, but she is there for them. She makes nice desserts, she helps them with their homework. She sits in the TV room with them for a while, trying to watch what they are watching.

“What is this?” she asks, and Megan shrugs, her eyes blank, reflecting light.

“I don’t know,” Megan says. “It’s something like, I Eat Your Flesh, or something like that. It’s not scary. They don’t show anything,” she says with disappointment, and Sandi nods.

“Mom,” Molly says. “Put your arm around me.” And Sandi does. Molly leans against her as, on screen, a woman opens a basement door. The woman peers down the dark stairs, and the lightbulb fizzles and goes out as the music begins to build.

“This doesn’t seem like it’s appropriate,” Sandi says, though she’s hypnotized as the woman begins to descend the stairs into darkness.

She is thinking of her mother. “You sound depressed,” her mother had said, earlier, and Sandi had sighed.

“Not really,” Sandi said. “Not especially, under the circumstances.”

“Mmm,” her mother said, in the same suspicious voice she used once, when Sandi would say she was too sick to go to school. “You know something, sweetie?” her mother said at last, thoughtfully. “I’ll tell you. I don’t pity the dead. The ones I feel sorry for are those poor children. I think about them all the time, the little doomed things. You and I, Sandi, we probably won’t live long enough to see the end of things, but they will. They’ll see the beginning of the end, at least. It’s going to be so hard on them, and I just keep thinking, what can we do to prepare them and make it easier on them? I don’t know, honey. It’s inevitable, now. There’s no turning back.”

Sandi had closed her eyes tightly while her mother was talking, and when she opened them, she saw that her hands were folded on the kitchen table, limp as gloves. “Mother,” she said. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

•   •   •

But she does. That’s the worst thing. She knows now, as they sit watching TV, and she will know later, when the girls are asleep, when the house is quiet: There are terrible forces at work in the world. She will sit in front of the television, but even with the volume up she will hear the noises as the house settles, creaks, sighs. She’ll be aware of the sudden movement of shadows; she’ll slip into the girls’ bedroom, hovering over their beds, feeling their breath. Once, as she leaned over Molly’s bed, the child stirred. “Dad?” she murmured, sleepily, and when Sandi touched her she relaxed. She even smiled vaguely, and Sandi knew that in the child’s dream, her father’s fingers were against her cheek. A feeling shot through Sandi’s hand.

Perhaps there are times such as this for everyone, Sandi thinks, times when we draw closer to the spirit world, to the other lives. Allen himself had said as much, having grown up in a funeral parlor, with dead bodies always downstairs from his bedroom. “I don’t discount anything,” Allen had told her. “I’ve seen too much to think that death is really just death.”

At the same time, it seems to Sandi that most people, normal people, would recoil from such intimations. Schizophrenia is merely intuition gone awry—intuition metastasizing and growing malignant. Sandi can feel it sometimes, and as she sits in front of the television, she can hear her husband’s laugh among the audience that responds to a late-night talk show host’s punch line. “Allen?” she whispers, and Safety Man seems to glow in the moonlight as he sits by the window. He says nothing.

•   •   •

“So, who’s the guy?” says Janice one afternoon, while they are eating lunch. Across the room, the praying lady is solemnly bending over her salad, and for a moment Sandi is so lost in watching, so lost in thought, that she doesn’t know what Janice is talking about.

“Guy?” she says blankly.

“The man I saw you with,” Janice says, smiling. “He was riding with you in your car.” She arches her eyebrows, gently suggestive. “He looked cute, from a distance.”

What can she say? “Oh,” she says. “No, it’s … just someone I know.”

“That’s a start,” Janice says. “Knowing someone, I mean.” She shakes her head thoughtfully, and her bobbed hair sways from side to side. “You know,” she says. “I just wanted to say that … I don’t know anyone who has gone through the kind of personal tragedy you’ve gone through, and I just want you to know how much I admire you. You really are a together person, and it’s such an inspiration to me. I wanted you to know that. I mean, you’re seeing people, and you’re getting on with your life, and I’m just really glad for you.”

Sandi thinks for a moment: a myriad of things. “Thank you,” she says at last, and Janice briefly touches her hand.

“You’re a real role model for me,” Janice says earnestly. “I’m sorry, I just wanted to tell you that.”

The old woman across the room has stopped praying. She now appears to be sobbing silently.

•   •   •

Sandi used to have a normal life. Didn’t she? She remembers thinking so, when they first moved to Chicago. She’d loved the big north suburban house they’d bought—so old, so much history! She loved that there was a little park right around the corner, and not far beyond was a row of small quaint shops, and beyond that was the girls’ school, everything comfortably arranged. She was away from her crazy family at last, away from the small-town restrictions of her former life.

So it had seemed. But now, as she feels more and more unsettled, she can’t help but worry that this comfort is only an illusion. Earlier that week, as she stood on the playground, waiting to pick her girls up after school, a thin, shrill woman—another parent, apparently—had harangued her about the hormones that were being injected into chicken and cattle. These hormones were affecting the children, the woman said. The girls are having their periods earlier and earlier, sometimes as young as nine and ten! And the boys, the woman continued. Had Sandi noticed how aggressive they’d become? “Doesn’t it frighten you?” the woman asked, glaring, and Sandi had nodded, somewhat dizzily.

“I saw a tooth,” Sandi confided. “A human tooth, outside the building where I work. In an ashtray!” And the woman had looked at her warily, silent. After a moment, she walked away, as if Sandi had somehow offended her.

She must have seemed like a crazy person, Sandi thinks now as she sits at her desk. She frowns, moving her cursor along a line of numbers on her computer screen. Somewhere, over the tops of the thin-walled maze of cubicles, she can hear Janice laughing her flirtatious laugh, and she has to swallow down the presentiment that Janice will die soon, that Janice will, in fact, be murdered. She slides the arrow of her mouse, points and clicks as the janitor who looks like Safety Man passes by and salutes cheerfully when she glances up. I am an insane person, Sandi thinks. They will all recognize it, eventually. She can’t go on like this much longer. Sooner or later, they’ll begin to realize that she is not really one of them; that she is in a different place entirely.

But she continues on: weeks pass, months, and yet here she is, driving through the flow of traffic, humming to a tune on the radio, and Safety Man smiles serenely beside her, gazing forward like a noble sea captain.

“You’re doing fine,” Safety Man tells her. “Everyone thinks so. You can go on like this for a very long time, and no one will notice. You keep thinking you’re going to hit some sort of bottom, but I’m here to tell you: There is no bottom.”

“Yes,” she murmurs to herself. “Yes, that’s true.”

And maybe it is. Despite everything, she and her daughters arrive in the parking lot across from their apartment building. Despite everything, there is dinner to be made, and homework to be done, and storybooks to be read. Sandi almost hates to let the air out of Safety Man, but she does nevertheless. She deflates and folds him up, so they can all walk with dignity across the street, to their door. Later, after the girls are put to bed, she will reinflate him, so he can sit in the window while they sleep. But now, as she lays him out on the backseat, as his comforting face begins to shrivel and sag, as he gasps and sighs, she can’t help but feel a pang.

“Poor Jules,” Molly says. “He’s passing away.”

“Hush,” Sandi says. She presses the flat of her hand against Safety Man’s plastic skin. “Shh,” she says, as if comforting him, and he replies back: “Shhhhhh …” It’s all right. The street lights are beginning to click on above her, and the city sky glows above the silhouette edges of the rooftops. Far away, her mother is leaning over the bed of a comatose child, combing his beautiful hair; far away, a man suddenly shudders as he rounds a dark corner, whispering, “Kelly? …” uncertainly; in the distance, Allen’s spirit pauses for a moment, midflight, and listens.

“It’s all right,” she says, and she smiles as the last bit of air goes out of Safety Man. Megan and Molly are standing behind her, solemnly, as she begins to fold him neatly into a square. They watch her hopefully.

“It’s all right,” Sandi says again. As if she means it.
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