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 Foreword

IT IS THE TASK OF THIS FOREWORD, which will be read by no more than eleven people, to explain what this collection is. This collection is part of the Best American series, started by Houghton Mifflin sometime in the late eighteenth century as some kind of angry gesture of independence toward our British overlords. At that time, there were many Best British books, from the popular Best British Short Stories to the less popular Best British Agronomy Theses, and these books dominated the marketplace in the United Kingdom and the New World. Pretty soon the settlers of North America had had enough of collections about tea and cucumber sandwiches, and they devised to create their own series. Thus was the Best American juggernaut born.

Houghton Mifflin's goal has been to add between eight and twenty new variations to the series yearly, and about ten years ago, just after they created the Best American Paralegal Termination Notices and the Best American Tom Wopat Fan Fiction, they created this, the Best American Nonrequired Reading.

They asked me to edit the series, and I refused. They asked again, and I said sure. Then I asked around, looking for bunches of people who might help collect the material for the book. Experts said that a good source of inexpensive and noncomplaining labor was to be found in high schools, so thats where I went. Indeed, I found their wage demands to be reasonable, though the complaining part was pretty blatant false advertising. They complain all the time, and about everything. About having no place to sit. About having brought cupcakes that no one ate. About having more necessary schoolwork to attend to. About having to live some kind of life outside of the Best American Nonrequired Reading. About the fact that we don't really have heat or air conditioning in the basement where we meet. About the noise from the bar next door, especially when that one woman is practicing some kind of voodoo yoga in the basement, complete with sundry candles and loud groaning. (True story.)

 The point is that there is no life outside the Best American Nonrequired Reading, and these students should know this by now. What could be better than gathering every Tuesday night in the basement of the McSweeney's offices in San Francisco, to read and discuss the best contemporary writing? There can be nothing better than poring through every publication they can find, from Agni to Epoch, from Explosion-Proof to Mome to everything in between, and then making cases for their favorites. We vote "yes" or "no" or "maybe" on each story, essay, and comic, and pretty soon we have ourselves another edition. Nothing better. Not Craisins, not the Marshall Plan.

I want to say with utter seriousness that this year's collection is one of the best that the committee has ever put together. The students found and fought for an incredible array of stories, from the most woeful and outrage-provoking to the most inspiring and life-affirming. We always endeavor to have the anthology speak about the year in which it was created, and this year's edition does that, loudly and eloquently.

We had the added pleasure this year of getting acquainted with Mr. Guillermo del Toro. Every year, the students make wish lists of cultural icons who they'd like to write the introduction to the book, and over the past years, Mr. Del Toro's name has come up often, on many lists. Then, one week this year, someone brought in an item from the web, an interview with Mr. Del Toro, wherein he said something like" The Best American Nonrequired Reading is the best collection ever and all of the students who work on it are my heroes and guide my daily actions and spiritual path." I paraphrase.

It turns out Mr. Del Toro was indeed aware of the collection, so we wrote him a letter, asked him to write the intro, and he answered in record time, with these words: "As we say in Mexico, f— yeah." The students were thrilled, and the adults were thrilled, too. Guillermo del Toro is one of the world's great film directors, but he's also a writer of wide renown, and a world-class bibliophile. His library is vast and beautiful and he speaks in his intro about his love of the physical book, an object whose survival goes hand in hand with the survival of the world and its inhabitants.

 Too far? Okay.

While we're talking about adults, we want to thank Bill Joyce, one of the planets best authors of picture books, for doing this year's cover. He is a gentleman and a genius. We'd also like to thank Jesse Nathan, the series' managing editor, for his three-year service to the collection. He does the organizing, he does much of the sourcing, he does the layout and everything in between for this anthology. He has a boundless enthusiasm for the written word in all its forms, and he has inspired us all. Now he's off to Stanford, to get himself a Ph.D. in literature. We can't argue with the obvious mercenary reasoning behind this move, but still. We will miss him.

We hope you like this collection. It demonstrates, I think, just how much phenomenal writing is coming out of this continent, and how the struggles of our times are producing work of great passion and stoutness of heart. If this doesn't show the British, and doesn't prove just who is Best after all, I'm not sure what will.

 


In liberty,

DAVE EGGERS

San Francisco, 2011


 Introduction

Learn the Question.

"My heart has followed, all my days, something I cannot name."

—Don Marquis


ONE OF MY TEACHERS LIED TO ME at an early age. I didn't know it back then, of course, but she lied nevertheless. I was in third grade in a private Jesuit school and my teacher explained the role books played in our lives: "They contain all the answers," she said. And I believed her.

Books surround me. They always have. Books have saved my life, my sanity, and my soul. I started collecting at age seven, and have never stopped. There was a time, a blissful time, when I would read a book a day, and I was able to sustain that rhythm for years. I read Borges or Rulfo or Quiroga in Spanish. Bradbury, Dickens, or Hawthorne in English and, occasionally, I even ventured into reading Marcel Schwob in French, forced to by the fact that most of his work remains untranslated.

Books have a power over me. A fine edition of a familiar book or a new, intriguing prologue or preface makes it impossible for me to resist. As a result of this compulsion, and over the course of many years, I have been forced to acquire a separate home to lodge my library across seven distinctive rooms and multiple closets and corridors.


 What we read and why we do so defines us in a profound way. You are what you read, I suppose. Browsing through someone's library is like peeking into their DNA.

Not only do I enjoy reading the titles displayed, but I gain great insight by the way they are organized: alphabetically, chronologically, thematically or, in the most compelling cases, by some obscure code known only to the organizer. "Ah—Marcel Schwob now rests shoulder to shoulder with Lord Dunsany and a few volumes away from Gustav Meyrink—brilliant!"

I have a curious ritual I follow right before a new film project starts: I thoroughly reorganize my own shelves in what has become an act of psychomagic. This physical exercise mimics my thought process. I use it to rummage through the memories and ideas of all the authors I love and cherish. I draw inspiration from them and re-ignite their thoughts in my "here and now."

The result is a monologue with many voices—borrowed, usurped, or distorted by the project at hand. I gain insight into the books I love and into my reasons for loving them. And I gain solace in their company.

Books as objects have distinct personalities, and they speak to you through them: The humble paperback edition of Oliver Twist you read when you were fifteen may seem more inviting than your finely bound Nonesuch Dickens. The specific mass, weight, and binding of a book all become part of your memory of it. The fetish of it. Its words live in you; its gospel is forever. You own the pages, the cover, the spine, hold the temple, the idol, the object of worship.

As for so many other children, my first book had pictures. Many of them did. And I thus was initiated to the fact that words are as specific as images. And there's Twain's maxim: "The difference between the almost right word and the right word is really a large matter—if's the difference between the lightning bug and the lightning." This is true for both words and images. Reading and writing words has disciplined the way I read and write images.

For most readers of my generation, words were often first accompanied by images, and we learned to discern between Dulac's IOOI Nights and Segrelles' illustrations for the same. Between Tenniel's Alice and Rackham's Alice, and the all-powerful alchemy these combinations invoke. In an equally powerful way, we learned to distinguish Carl Barks Donald Duck from everybody else's, or Curt Swan's Superman above all pale imitations.

 Perhaps, to some, this marriage of images and words seems like an abomination, but in fact, it prefigures and evolves the role that words have in our everyday life. We read now more than ever. Many will argue that we mostly read and write in cryptic acronyms (LOL, OMG, IMO) or other, equally prosaic forms.

But I believe that language mutates and transforms through usage, and that many of the forms it takes are shocking in the short term—comic books, rock and roll songs, beat poetry—only to liberate us in the long term. Plus, I'm always curious about the future of words (and images, of course) and find great delight upon learning a new usage or a witty turn of phrase.

Books are objects of great power and reservoirs of magic, cherished and guarded by alchemists and conjurers throughout the ages. If magic is made of sounds and letters, signs and symbols, then the ciphering of one's knowledge or the sum of one's life experience can be transmitted through our words and their music.

To me, Bleak House or Pedro Paramo or El Aleph are grimoires, and every time one of these books is opened, a tacit ritual takes place. The book reads you back, it scrutinizes and probes the limits of your language, the cadence and music in your soul, seeking rhymes and rhythms that will mimic those within its pages. The grimoire searches for an initiate and, magically, even changes with him or her through the years. This is inevitable. Hermetic wisdom dictates that each book will, in time, find its perfect reader. And the memory of who you were before you read it and the revelation of who you became after you did so will be brandished upon your biography as forcefully as an actual trip somewhere or a physical encounter. Sometimes even more so.

All reading should be nonrequired. At least for the true reader—for reading is a natural function, much like breathing. If every book we encounter is a blind date, then love stories statistically will be outnumbered by the disappointments.

But for the true reader, curiosity becomes an essential spiritual function and mystery its ultimate goal. In our books, we seek not answers, really, to that nebulous longing our heart feels eternally; we actually seek the great questions.

 And this, I believe, is where my third grade teacher had it wrong: Answers can only aspire to be important. Questions remain forever relevant, forever eloquent. Answers are science, questions are poetry.

We can learn so much more from poetry than science.

 


GUILLERMO DEL TORO

 


Guillermo del Toro is an Academy Award-nominated writer, director, and producer. He is the creator of Pan's Labyrinth, Hellboy, Cronos, and Devil's Backbone, among others. Cronos garnered the Critics' Week Grand Prize at Cannes in 1991, as well as nine Mexican Academy Awards. Pan's Labyrinth earned prizes worldwide, including three Oscars. It went on to become the highest grossing Spanish language film ever in the United States, and the only Spanish language film so far to receive six Oscar nominations.
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 Best American Front Section

STUDENTS AND TEACHERS at Cleveland Elementary in San Francisco recently unearthed a time capsule planted in a school wall circa 1910. The battered box held photographs, books, city documents, and a letter to the future. In its way, the Best American Front Section aspires to something similar, aiming to preserve a few snapshots from the past year: poems, quotes, lawsuits, town names, commune names, faxes, video game handles, WikiLeaks, and more. And: mad props to anyone reading this in the year 2110. How's the weather?



Best American Fax from Don DeLillo

Don DeLillo

FROM PEN America


Last year, the PEN American Center,founded in 1921 and devoted to both literature and human rights, interviewed novelist Don DeLillo. DeLillo does not use e-mail, and so responded by fax. That fax is here excerpted.


On Religion

The Latin mass had an odd glamour—all that mystery and tradition. Religion has not been a major element in my work, and for some years now I think the true American religion has been "the American People." The term quickly developed an aura of sanctity and inviolability. First used mainly by politicians at nominating conventions and in inaugural speeches, the phrase became a mainstay of news broadcasts and other more or less nonpartisan occasions. All the reverence once invested in the name of God was transferred to an entity safely defined as you and me. But do we still exist? Does the phrase still soar over the airwaves? Or are the American People dead and buried? It seems the case, more than ever, that there are only factions, movements, sects, splinter groups, and deeply aggrieved individual voices. The media absorbs it all.



 On Paranoia and Discontent

The earlier era of paranoia in this country was based largely on violent events and on the suspicions that spread concerning the true nature of the particular event, from Dallas to Memphis to Vietnam. Who was behind it, what led to it, what will flow from it? How many shots, how many gunmen, how many wounds on the President's body? People believed, sometimes justifiably, that they were being lied to by the government or elements within the government. Today, it seems, the virus is self-generated. Distrust and disbelief are centered in a deep need to raise individual discontent to an art form, often with no basis in fact. In many cases, people choose to believe a clear falsehood, about President Obama, for instance, or September 11, or immigrants, or Muslims. These are often symbolic beliefs, usable kinds of fiction, a means of protest rising from political, economic, religious, or racial complaints, or just a lousy life in a dying suburb.



On Saul Bellow

I still have my old paperback copy of Herzog (Fawcett Crest, 95¢), a novel I recall reading with great pleasure. It wasn't the first Bellow novel I encountered—that was The Victim, whose opening sentence ("On some nights New York is as hot as Bangkok.") seemed a novel in itself, at least to a New Yorker. Bellow was a strong force in our literature, making leaps from one book to the next. He was one of the writers who expanded my sense of the American novel's range, or, maybe a better word for Bellow—its clutch, its grasp—and it's a special honor to be awarded a prize that bears his name.




 On Technology

The question is whether the enormous force of technology, and its insistence on speeding up time and compacting space, will reduce the human need for narrative—narrative in the traditional sense. Novels will become user-generated. An individual will not only tap a button that gives him a novel designed to his particular tastes, needs, and moods, but he'll also be able to design his own novel, very possibly with him as main character. The world is becoming increasingly customized, altered to individual specifications. This shrinking context will necessarily change the language that people speak, write, and read. Here's a stray question (or a metaphysical leap): Will language have the same depth and richness in electronic form that it can reach on the printed page? Does the beauty and variability of our language depend to an important degree on the medium that carries the words? Does poetry need paper?



On Freedom to Write

The writer's role is to sit in a room and write. We can leave it at that. Or we can add that writers have always felt a natural kinship, country to country, language to language. We can know a country through its fiction, often a far more telling means of enlightenment and revelation than any other. The shelves in the room where I'm writing these words are crammed with books by foreign writers. This is work that I've been reading and re-reading for decades, title after title forming a stream of warm memories. It's important to remember that we can also know a country from the writers who are not permitted to publish their work—fiction, nonfiction, journalism—in accord with honest observation and clear conscience. Writers who are subjected to state censorship, threatened with imprisonment or menaced by violent forces in their society clearly merit the support of those of us who enjoy freedom of expression. There are things a writer never takes for granted, like the long life he will need to live in order to write the long novel he is trying to write. Maybe freedom to write belongs at the top of the list, on behalf of those writers who face the grim reality of being enemies of the state.



 Best American WikiLeaks Revelations

Over the last year, Australian citizen Julian Assange and his organization, WikiLeaks, have uploaded hundreds of thousands of classified U.S. government documents to the Internet. These documents, including many secret cables and memorandums, were allegedly obtained with the help of United States Army Private Bradley Manning. What follows are a few strange and enlightening excerpts culled from the thousands of pages available online.

Subject: SADDAM'S MESSAGE OF FRIENDSHIP TO PRESIDENT BUSH

Created: 1990-07-25

Origin: Baghdad

To: Secretary of State

From: Ambassador April Glaspie, Embassy Baghdad

SADDAM WISHED TO CONVEY AN IMPORTANT MESSAGE TO PRESIDENT BUSH: IRAQ WANTS FRIENDSHIP, BUT DOES THE USG?...IF IRAQ IS PUBLICLY HUMILIATED BY THE USG, IT WILL HAVE NO CHOICE BUT TO "RESPOND," HOWEVER ILLOGICAL AND SELF DESTRUCTIVE THAT WOULD PROVE.

...

SADDAM SAID HE FULLY BELIEVES THE USG WANTS PEACE, AND THAT IS GOOD. BUT DO NOT, HE ASKED, USE METHODS WHICH YOU SAY YOU DO NOT LIKE, METHODS LIKE ARM-TWISTING.

...

SADDAM SAID THAT THE IRAQIS KNOW WHAT WAR IS, WANT NO MORE OF IT—"DO NOT PUSH US TO IT; DO NOT MAKE IT THE ONLY OPTION LEFT WITH WHICH WE CAN PROTECT OUR DIGNITY."

***

Subject: INTER-KOREAN RED CROSS TALKS ON FAMILY

REUNIFICATION

Created: 2009-09-01

Origin: Seoul


To: Secretary of State

From: MarkTokola, Deputy Chief of Mission, Embassy Seoul

 XXXXX asserted that once the DPRK identifies politically reliable family members to participate in the upcoming reunions, they will be transported to Pyongyang and then "fattened up" with regular meals and vitamins to mask the extent of food shortages and chronic malnutrition in the north. The "lucky" DPRK reunion participants will also be provided with new clothing—suits for men and traditional Korean "hanbok" for women—for the televised event. In our earlier meeting, XXXXX had commented that MOU gives "pocket and travel money" to ROK participants which they then pass on to their North Korean relatives. XXXXX sighed that the majority of the MOU cash is usually pocketed by North Korean officials, who also force the North Korean participants to return their new clothes.

***

Subject: XXXXX SHARES IDEAS ON DPRK INTERACTION

Created: 2007-05-23

Origin: Seoul

To: Secretary of State

From: Ambassador Alexander Vershbow, Embassy Seoul

...arranging an Eric Clapton concert in Pyongyang could also be useful, he said, given Kim Jong-il's second son's devotion to the rock legend.

***

Subject: BIO NOTES ON ERITREAN PRESIDENT ISAIAS AFWERKI IS

ISAIAS UNHINGED?"

Created: 2008-11-12

Origin: Asmara

To: Secretary of State

From: Ambassador Ronald K. McMullen, EmbassyAsmara

 Hot Temper: At a January 2008 dinner he hosted for a codel and embassy officials, Isaias became involved in a heated discussion with his Amcit legal advisor about some tomato seedlings the legal advisor provided to Isaias' wife. Isaias complained that despite tender care by his wife, the plants produced only tiny tomatoes. When the legal advisor explained that they were cherry tomatoes and were supposed to be small, Isaias lost his temper and stormed out of the venue, much to the surprise of everyone, including his security detail.

Hard-hearted: When a visiting U.S. movie star in early 2008 raised the plight of two Embassy Asmara FSNs who have been imprisoned without charge since 2001, Isaias glared stonily at her and replied, "Would you like me to hold a trial and then hang them?"

***

Subject: ICTY: AN INSIDE LOOK INTO MILOSEVIC'S HEALTH AND

SUPPORT NETWORK

Created: 2003-11-12

Origin: Embassy The Hague

To: XXXXX

From: Sobel

He calls his wife, Mirjana Markovic, every morning, continuing what McFadden described as an "extraordinary relationship"; Milosevic could manipulate a nation, he said, but struggled to manage his wife who, on the contrary, seemed to exert just such a pull on him.

***

Subject: QADHAFI CHILDREN SCANDALS SPILLING OVER INTO POLITICS

Created: 2010-02-02

Origin: Tripoli

To: Secretary of State

From: Ambassador Gene A. Cretz, Embassy Tripoli

 From Mutassim al-Qadhafi's headline-grabbing St. Barfs New Year's Eve bash to Hannibal's latest violent outburst, the Qadhafi family has provided local observers with enough dirt for a Libyan soap opera ... National Security Advisor Mutassim al-Qadhafi kicked off 2010 in the same way he spent 2009—with a New Year's Eve trip to St. Barfs—reportedly featuring copious amounts of alcohol and a million-dollar personal concert courtesy of Beyonce, Usher, and other musicians. Mutassim seemed to be surprised by the fact that his party was photographed and the focus of international media attention.

***

Subject: MUBARAK DISCUSSES BACK SURGERY, GAMALAS PERFECTIONIST

Created: 2008-01-14

Origin: Cairo

To: Secretary of State

From: Ambassador Frank Ricciardone, Embassy Cairo

Throughout the meeting, Mubarak was expansive and in fine humor. He rose easily from his seat several times to point out activity on the golf course and to be photographed with his visitors. He engaged the visitors extensively on the topic of food, stressing that his favorite fare is Egyptian popular breakfast dishes, such as tamiya (felafel) and foul (beans). He ordered up a huge tray of freshly made tamiya sandwiches for lunch, and lustily consumed several.

***

Subject: ALLEGED ARMY CORRUPTION—A PERSPECTIVE

Created: 2009-03-12

Origin: Lima

To: Secretary of State

From: Ambassador P. Michael McKinley, Embassy Lima

XXXXX officers may have continued to cooperate with drug traffickers. His main suspicion surrounded a visit XXXXXXXXXXXX by the Director of the National Chamber of Fishing of Piura, Rolando Eugenio Velasco Heysen, to meet regional Army commander General Paul da Silva.

 XXXXX speculated that Da Silva and Velasco—who was arrested in October 2007 for attempting to export 840 kilograms of cocaine hidden in frozen fish—were coordinating drug shipments. An investigative journalist later reported that both Da Silva and General Edwin Donayre had met with Velasco, but that Velasco claimed he was merely promoting the consumption of high-protein squid by the army.

***

Subject: HANDLING VISA REQUEST FROM BRAZILIAN INVOLVED IN

THE 1969 KIDNAPPING OF THE U.S. AMBASSADOR

Created: 2009-10-15

Origin: Brasilia

To: Secretary of State

From: Charge d' Affaires, a.i. Lisa Kubiske, Embassy Brasilia

Consulate General Sao Paulo on October 6 issued a visa to Paulo de Tarso Venceslau, who after the fact was identified in Brazilian media as one of the kidnappers of the U.S. Ambassador to Brazil in 1969 ... Venceslau was quoted as saying, "I never have had a great love for the United States," but that he had always had an interest in seeing the life and culture in the cities of New York, Chicago, and New Orleans. Venceslau said he had tried three times in the last four decades to get a visa at the Consulate in Sao Paulo but was denied for being considered "a terrorist"...One article reports that Venceslau is due to receive his passport and visa this week and that Venceslau is not worried since "Obama just received the Nobel Peace prize. It would look bad if he cancelled my passport." Another newspaper reported Venceslau as saying "my only fear is that there was been a mistake and that the Consulate will cancel my visa. I would like to listen to jazz in Chicago but I don't believe in miracles."

***

 Subject: WHITHER M/V FAINA'S TANKS?

Created: 2008-10-02

Origin: Nairobi

To: Secretary of State

From: Ambassador Michael E. Ranneberger, Embassy Nairobi

A shipment of 33 Ukrainian T-72 tanks and other ammunition and equipment aboard the M/V Faina, currently under the control of pirates off the coast of Somalia, has raised questions and controversy in Kenya about their final destination. It is a poorly kept secret that the tanks are bound for the Government of South Sudan—and that the Government of Kenya has been facilitating shipments from Ukraine to the Government of South Sudan since 2007...

In a move likely aimed at stemming controversy, the Government of Kenya has claimed that the ultimate destination for the shipment is the Kenyan Armed Forces.

East Africa Seafarers' Assistance Program spokesman Andrew Mwangura told a different story: that the shipment ultimately was bound for the Government of South Sudan. (Note: Intelligence reporting (refs A-C) confirms Mwangura's story—not the official GOK stance. After reporting that he was warned by Kenyan government officials to stop talking about the shipment, Mwangura was arrested on October 1.)

Military officials have expressed discomfort with this arrangement, however, and have made it clear to us that the orders come "from the top" (i.e., President Kibaki).

***

Subject: XXXXX MP ON PRESIDENTIAL SUCCESSION

Created: 2007-04-04

Origin: Cairo

To: Secretary of State

From: Ambassador Frank Ricciardone, Embassy Cairo GAMAL ANGLING TO "GET RID" OF HIS COMPETITION

 On March 29, XXXXX noted to Poloff his assessment that the recently approved constitutional amendments package is largely aimed at ensuring Gamal Mubaraks succession of his father ... XXXXX speculated that "hitches" to a Gamal succession could occur if Mubarak died before installing his son: "Gamal knows this, and so wants to stack the deck in his favor as much as possible now, while Mubarak is firmly in control, just in case his father drops dead sooner rather than later."...While discussion of presidential succession is a favorite parlor game in Cairo salons, hypothesizing about the acutely sensitive topic of a coup is certainly not regularly undertaken in Egyptian circles.

***

Subject: DEFENSE MINISTER ON GABALA, ARMAVIR, RUSSIA

Created: 2009-03-19

Origin: Baku

To: Secretary of State

From: Ambassador Anne Derse, Embassy Baku

Abiyev told the Ambassador about his late-January trip to Moscow to discuss Azerbaijan's allegations that Russia had made extensive weapons transfers to Armenia throughout 2008. In formal meetings, Abiyev said, his Russian counterpart stuck to the talking points and denied any involvement. However, "after the second bottle of vodka," that evening, he said, the Russians opened up and admitted to having transferred weapons to Armenia. In an interesting side note, Abiyev quoted Serdyukov as saying: "Do you follow the orders of your President?...Well, I follow the orders of two Presidents."



 Best American New Band Names

The following is a list of bands that to the best of the editors' knowledge were new (formed or released their first album) in 2010.

Active Child, The Art Museums, BadNraD, Balam Acab, The Beach Fossils, Black Mamba, Blasted Canyons, Blondes, Broken Bells, Buke and Gass, ceo, Cerebral Ballzy, Chairs Missing, Cloud Nothings, Colleen Green, Com Truise, Constant Mongrel, Curry & Coco, Cults, Dalai Lamas, Dale Earnhardt Jr. Jr., Darwin Deez, Diamond Rings, Dirty Gold, DOM, Dominant Legs, The Electronic Anthology Project, Electric Tickle Machine, Everything Everything, Flats, Foxes in Fiction, Frankie Rose & the Outs, Fungi Girls, Gayngs, Glasser, Gonjasufi, The Goondas, Grinny Granddad, Grouplove, Guantanamo Baywatch, Heavy Hawaii, How To Destroy Angels, How to Dress Well, I Haunt Wizards, I'm Really Tired of This, The Internal Tulips, K-Holes, Kisses, Lawrence Arabia, Light Asylum, Little Comets, Local Natives, LOL Boys, Magic Kids, Magic Man, Marina & the Diamonds, Maximum Balloon, Millionyoung, No Joy, Oh, Organ Freeman, Panda Riot, Paradise Titty, Peach Kelli Pop, Perfume Genius, Personal & the Pizzas, The Poet Dogs, The Pretty Reckless, Prince Rama, Pure Ecstasy, Puro Instinct, Romance on a Rocketship, Round Ron Virgin, Royal Baths, Sailors With Wax Wings, Shitty Car-wash, Shrapnelles, Sleigh Bells, Teengirl Fantasy, Trash Talk, The Tree Ring, Wild Nothing, Your Friendly Beast, Yuck


Best American Very Short Story

Padgett Powell

FROM Subtropics


How did I go from being full of bluster and cheer to being empty and afraid? Usually a man has to be incarcerated, or see his fellows slaughtered, or lose a child, or ... doesn't he? Normally, in a normal person, yes, I think a blow of some sort would be required to install the fearful void where there had been the hale stand-and-deliver. But a coward may just lose his sheen, as it were, and precipitate into his true state, overnight, or over a few nights, or over some modest period of time, without any sudden cause. The sheen after all was false, a gloss, like the thin wax sprayed on an apple.

The wax wears off. Spots appear, the flesh softens, consumers (friends, lovers) back off, and one is taken from the top shelf, even if just in his mind, and is headed for a bag to be sent to the sauce factory. One defense is a commensurate loss of mind, which will allow the sodden apple to be giddy about the saddening. The commensurate loss of mind can be voluntary, as a tactic of camouflage or diversion, or it may come naturally as a contingent wearing off of essentially the same wax. At any rate the empty, afraid, ex-hale, post-stand-and-deliver fool will not accept at first that his wax is gone and that he is in decline. And then he will.


 Best American Even Shorter Story

Amy Hempel

FROM Harper's


He carved the coat off the dead winter lamb, wiped her blood on his pants to keep a grip, circling first the hooves and cutting straight up each leg, then punching the skin loose from muscle and bone.

He tied the skin with twine over the body of the orphaned lamb so the grieving ewe would know the scent and let the orphaned lamb nurse.

Or so he said.

This was seduction. This was the story he told, of all the farm-boy stories he might have told; he chose the one where brutality saves a life. He wanted me to feel, when he fitted his body over mine, that this was how I would go on—this was how I would be known.

***


 Best American Lawsuits

Every year people use the system to secure compensation for wrongs allegedly done to them. Sometimes these efforts are justified. Other times, they are absurd. Here are a few brain-splitting suits filed in the U.S. in 2010.

 


A New York City street performer known as "The Naked Cowboy" sued a competing street performer known as "The Naked Cowgirl" in federal court. Both play the guitar in Times Square with nothing on but cowboy boots and a hat. The Naked Cowboy is claiming that his female rival is "tarnishing the Naked Cowboy's wholesome image."

DRAWN FROM www.justia.com

 


A lawsuit against a San Rafael restaurant accused it of negligence for allegedly serving "exploding escargot." The suit was dismissed by a judge citing a "reasonable expectation of the presence and thus, potential personal injury, due to hot grease in orders of escargot which are prepared and served with 'hot garlic butter.'"

DRAWN FROM www.allbusiness.com

 


A Miami doctor sued a restaurant claiming that the restaurant staff failed to warn him not to eat the tough, pointy leaves of an artichoke. He is seeking more than $15,000 in damages for "bodily injury, resulting pain and suffering, disfigurement, mental anguish, loss of capacity for the enjoyment of life," and healthcare expenses after he wound up in the hospital with severe abdominal discomfort from eating an entire artichoke.

DRAWN FROM Miami New Times

 


An East Texas man sued the U.S. Post Office claiming it was negligent in shipping birds. The man alleged that he'd finally found the perfect racing pigeons in California and had them shipped to his home in Texas. The birds arrived several days late and were dead. The suit was dismissed.

DRAWN FROM Southeast Texas Record


 Best American Adjectives, Nouns, and Verbs Used in Reporting on the Gulf Oil Spill of 2010


Adjectives

flat-footed (Los Angeles Times)

marshy (New York Times)

Herculean (Los Angeles Times)

gunky (New York Times)

looming (New York Times)

elusive (ABC News)

encroaching (ABC News)

kidney-like (ABC News)

subsea (ABC News)

like dish soap on bacon grease ( U.S.A Today)



Nouns

tar balls (New York Times)

brass balls, not tar balls (Los Angeles Times)

giant underwater shears (New York Daily News)

huge globs of oil (Los Angeles Times)

beignets (Los Angeles Times)

oil mousse (New York Times) sticky mousse (U.S.A Today)

98-ton steel box (New York Times)

250 eagles (New York Times)

22 killer whales (New York Times)

silver bullet (Wall Street journal)

blowout preventer (Los Angeles Times)

polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (U.S.A Today)

shattered reputation (New York Times)

submersible robots (New York Times)

deadly rig explosion (Wall Street journal)

hypoxic (ABC News) upsurge (New York Times)

transocean cemetery (Associated Press)


apocalypse ( New York Times)

clockwise loop current (New York Times)

smelly black tide (New York Times)

larvae of bluefin tuna (New York Times)

billions of fish eggs (Associated Press) globs of emulsified oil (New York Times)

blob of black ooze (Associated Press) giant filthy ink blot (Associated Press) crystals (ABC News) a light sheen (New York Times)

blind shear ram (New York Times)

38 million gallons (U.S.A Today)

celestial GPS (Chicago Tribune)

skimmers (ABC News)

oil-soaked birds (ABC News)

tiny, invisible plankton (ABC News)

two new species of bottom-dwelling pancake batfish (ABC News)

denizens of the deep (ABC News)

Humpty Dumpty (U.S.A Today)

junk shot (ABC News)

a gleaming heap of eggs (Chicago Tribune)

propylene glycol (ABC News)

Lake Pontchartrain (ABC News)

monster (ABC News)

setback (ABC News)

creeps (ABC News)

moonlight (Chicago Tribune)

turtle carcasses (Chicago Tribune)

spigot (Christian Science Monitor)

unprecedented ecological disaster (U.S.A Today)

the oil slick was the size of Kansas (ABC News) tendrils of oil coiling like a nest of snakes in the Gulf of Mexico (New York Daily News)

the first inning of a nine-inning game (New York Times)

an icy slush of gas and water (New York Times)

the glistening sheen of sweet crude (Fox News)

long reddish-orange ribbons of oil (Fox News) 

***




 Verbs

belching ( New York Daily News)

capped (New York Times)

blew (Los Angeles Times)

pumped (New York Times)

choke (New York Daily News)

smearing (New York Times)

oozing (New York Times)

burned (New York Times)

inserted (New York Times)

skimmed (New York Times)

dissolving (New York Times)

ruptured (New York Times)

zapped (ABC News)

baked (ABC News)

whipped (ABC News)

nuked (U.S.A Today)

lurk (ABC News)

battered (ABC News)

nibbling (ABC News)

dodged (ABC News)



Best American New Entries to the O.E.D. Beginning with the Letter H

FROM www.oed.com


The Oxford English Dictionary was first published by Oxford University in 1884. It was the brainchild of Richard Chenevix Trench, Herbert Coleridge, and Frederick Furnivall, London intellectuals dissatisfied with the English dictionaries of the day who, in June 1857, formed an "Unregistered Words Committee" and got to work. Generations of editors have been adding words ever since, releasing new sections of new editions at regular intervals. Here's a slice of H.


hog call, n. North American, a loud, shrill call of a type traditionally used to attract domestic hogs.

 


hog caller, n. North American, a person who makes hog calls.

 


hog calling, n. North American, the art or practice of making hog calls, often as part of a competition.

 


hog piece, n. Shipbuilding, a piece of timber running fore and aft, to which the keel is attached.

 


hot doggery, n. A stall, restaurant, or other establishment selling hot dogs.


 Best American Profile of an International Pop Star

Gary Shteyngart

FROM GQ


In Los Angeles visiting with M.I.A., the London-born, Sri Lanka-reared, art-school-educated hip-pop supernova. Google's satellite imagery reveals a house of sturdy proportions up in the city's privileged canyons, a nice change from her grungy former digs in the Bed-Stuy neighborhood of Brooklyn.

I want to see the house, maybe write some smack about how M.I.A. is risking her street cred now that she's traded the leaks and mice for a touch of posh. But the singer, better known to the eagle-eyed guys at the immigration counter as Mathangi "Maya" Arulpragasam, has another idea. Why don't we pick up her fiancé, Ben, and head for Las Vegas, where she'll get married on the spot? Yeah, why not! I'm game, but Ben talks her down on the phone, telling her they should at least wait for his mom, who's visiting in a few days. Instead we do two hours of vintage shopping at a massive L.A. thrift emporium with her friend, the British fashion designer Cassette Playa, whose hair sports many pretty colors, her large purple-framed glasses reflecting the world.

 This is life on the M.I.A. Express: improvised to the point of being slightly insane. In a $150,000 appearance for H&M and Jimmy Choo in November, Maya stopped after a few songs to lecture Paris Hilton and the rest of the select audience on corporate America's involvement in war-ravaged Sri Lanka. She'd been planning to wear a costume made "out of loads of blown-up body parts and go as an explosion. But they told me I couldn't, because I had to wear something from H&M or Jimmy Choo." Um, yes. Thats H&M for you. A few months later, in March, she'll tweet her fans to meet her at a London club and hear her latest tracks in exactly thirty minutes. Impromptu Las Vegas wedding with me and Cassette Playa as witnesses? Bring it on.

M.I.A. is perhaps the preeminent global musical artist of the 2000s, a truly kick-ass singer and New York-Londony fashion icon, not to mention a vocal supporter of Sri Lanka's embattled Tamil minority, of which she's a member. Her father was a key player in the Tamil separatist movement, and his links to the Tamil Tigers would later contribute to Maya's rep as a terrorist sympathizer. She also has a I-year-old son and a third album on the way. When asked about the new record, Cassette Playa (real name: Carri Munden) says simply, "It's sick."

Shopping with Maya is fun. "I like this Sade hat; That doesn't suit me; My head's too small." She's wearing a vintage Louis Vuitton sweatshirt, black tights, and ankle boots, looking disarmingly hipster-suburban. Her moods vary from slightly pissed off to go-fuck-yourself-already, but today she's bubbly and engaged, doing a sexy-tired southern-ingènue walk. From her song "Hombre": My hips do the flicks as I walk, yeah. We work our way through reams of'70s and '80s shit that reminds me of my own immigrant past. (My parents and I emigrated from the former Soviet Union in 1979.) Taupe-colored "refugee coats." EZ Spirit. Focus 2000. A Gitano denim coat. We get on the trendy subject of avoiding meat, and Maya says, "What are you gonna do, you know? We don't have the luxury to even think about being vegetarians or meat eaters. We're refugees. We've been dealing with normal shit, like how to stay alive."

 I think to myself, The refugee is strong in this one.

She buys a king's ransom of thrift for $178.72 but still hasn't found her perfect wedding dress. "I've always wanted to get married in a white suit," she says. "I used to work at a Kodak lab in England, cutting photos after they'd come out of the wash, and in one I saw this couple getting married on a beach in white suits, and their kid was there."

Like many people in their mid-thirties, rock stars included, a part of her wants to grow up, soften up. She misses Brooklyn but chose L.A. for her son. "I wanted an environment where I could have a lot of friends and family come and stay. That was the important part for me. And in New York I wouldn't have been able to afford someplace where I could have, like, all my friends come and crash out and where I could still have a baby."

Over lunch at India Sweets and Spices in Silver Lake, a Bollywood wedding streams on the giant TV next to a statue of Ganesha. She shows me a video of her son, Ikhyd, a cute curly-haired bruiser of a boy, dancing with his jovial papa, Benjamin Brewer (a.k.a. Benjamin Bronfman), a musician and an heir to the Bronfman beverage fortune. She picks up my digital recorder and starts to rap: I don't want to live for tomorrow. I push my life today. /1 throw this in yourface when I see you, because I got something to say. I don't realize it then, but she's giving me a preview of "Born Free," a new song that will generate controversy a few months later, when YouTube restricts access to the hyperviolent nine-minute video, a dystopian parable in which redheaded men and boys are rounded up and executed by government thugs. With the recorder's tiny mike next to her face, her body in motion and the words just pouring out, she seems as happy and natural as I've seen her yet.

When GQ asks me for a 7,ooo-word piece on M.I.A., I agree quickly. (M.I.A.—what fun!) The next day, I wake up with buyer's remorse. Did they say 7,000 words?

The problem with writing about Maya is that it's like writing about the air. I've heard her drop-what-you're-buying-and-listen-to-me-fucking -now voice in every hipster boutique on both sides of the Atlantic (and the Pacific and, I'm sure, the Arctic Ocean by now), and then, after she'd blasted past the urban cognoscenti, in the cheesy bars of second-rate airports, in the cheesy bars outside Columbia University, in the cheesy bars of my native Russia (the kind of bars where someone with Maya's skin color might get more than a passing look). Wherever you go—there she is. Björk also managed to pull off this omnipresence in the 1990s, but it's hard to sing along to a Björk tune unless you happened to be born on her faraway planet. By contrast, M.I.A.'s hooks and jingles sort of wend their way into whats left of your half-electronic subconscious (Pull up the people, pull up the poor!), so that by the time "Paper Planes" hitched a ride on the global jet stream, it pretty much became Earth's anthem of 2008.

 Maya's music has been described as a combination (it's always a combination) of world beat, hip-hop, punk rock, baile funk, techno beat, Jamaican dancehall, whirring sonics (whatever the fuck those are), Indian bhangra, blah blah blah ... In other words, she sounds like absolutely nothing you've ever heard before. And like everything you thought you'd heard before, too. She also drops finer lyrics than just about anyone with a gold chain knocking against his chest. Indeed, she can craft a story better than scores of novelists out there, her tunes somehow conveying the pain of losing one's family and homeland in the most joyous way possible. And with this third album, she's attempting to get huge without sacrificing any of the drooling critical adoration that put her here.

Seven thousand words, though. Holy shit.

One thing you should know before we proceed together is that my taste in music isn't very good. For me, listening to contemporary hip-hop is just a way to summon an attitude, to blend in with a more powerful person's sense of himself and to pretend that I also possess some of that ineffable power. M.IA.'s music certainly fits the bill, not to mention that she also confers easy cred upon her listeners. If I were single, I'd be pumping her new album on every date, all the while talking up a trip I took to Brazil a few years ago, the time I met these kids who might have come from a favela or something. Anyway, they were poor.


 I stopped seriously listening to music when Ice Cube began appearing in the Friday movies. When I was a kid at Oberlin College, somewhere in Ohio, one of the whitest and crunchiest institutions in America, our obsessions focused on Ice Cube and Kurt Cobain, who managed to die my junior year abroad as I was flying Olympic Airways from Athens to Zurich. The pilots found out midflight, and the young stewardesses began to cry in unison as they tried to pour us our glasses of cloudy retsina. Back then, you see, musicians were still gods who walked among us. But it was the beefy gentleman emerging straight outta Compton, a self-described crazy motherfucker named Ice Cube, who provided our daily soundtrack as we jacked up my roomie's Saab and aimed it at Oberlin's sole McDonald's, located in the most "urban" part of this sad village of 8,000 crushed souls. Ice Cube's music—racist, sexist, homophobic, anti-Semitic (full disclosure: my roommate Mike "the Zap" Zapler and I were both nominally Hebrews)—rocked our little black Swedish convertible all the way down College Street as we dreamed of a Big Mac as hot and rancid as Cube's funky lyrics. The Zap and I were both political-science majors with a lot to lose, but Ice Cube seemed like he came from a world where the apocalypse had already wiped clean any vestige of hope—an exciting, existentialist posture for a twenty-year-old cracker still unsure of how to play the opposite sex. Since its East Coast inception and up to its recent blinged-out downfall, hip-hop has always been an exhilarating form of tourism for privileged young Americans, a journey into that shit-stained part of the country that always seems so near and yet so far. Bitch, you shoulda put a sock on the pickle, Ice Cube rapped firmly as he educated two guys in a Saab about the correct uses of birth control in a tone no Oberlin woman would ever tolerate. And your pussy wouldn't be blowing smoke signals. Uh, yes, I'll take that with fries.

After Cube had completely sold out, it was pretty much downhill for me. I fell under the influence of the Detroit ghetto-tech rapper DJ Assault, whose lyrics I actually paid to use in my last novel (Aw, shit, heah I come / Shut yo mouf and bite yo tongue = $500). And then, like many men and women stumbling headlong into middle age, I just stopped giving a shit about music.

My first meeting with Maya takes place one day last fall in the lobby of the Bowery Hotel in New York's East Village, a dark, moody depot for transatlantic wankers of a certain caste. She's rock-star late to the interview, and Maya's publicist has been trying to call up to her room. "Maya Arulpra—" she begins telling the desk clerk. "Who?" "M.I.A." No response. Despite her ubiquity on every iPhone in Williamsburg, there's clearly still some brand-building ahead for Maya and her label.

 Six hours later, she approaches my table with a just-got-out-of-bed look, resembling one of the sloe-eyed Israeli girls who sleepily haunted my Hebrew school. She tells me she doesn't want to do the usual kind of interview, where she enlightens the reader about what it's like to be Maya and I ask her questions about her past. No, she wants to come up with something creative. Maybe we should look at artwork together and discuss. Or maybe we can challenge the jerk who made her sound like a terrorist-loving Tamil Tiger groupie in New York Times by holding a panel with the guy from The Village Voice who defended her. Or maybe this whole piece could be about the cell phone videos of innocent Tamils, Guineans, and others being killed and raped—a truly ghastly video of Sri Lankan soldiers laughing while shooting bound, naked Tamil men has been making the rounds on YouTube. Or maybe "It shouldn't be about Sri Lanka; it should be about truth. It should be why, when things are changing so fast, journalism's not changing as fast as the world is changing, and no one seems to be independent enough to just be like, 'I'm going to go look into this.' Every little thing just needs to be so whitewashed on the bigger scale. I think it's really interesting to focus in and say, 'Right, we're just going to take ten fucking cell-phone footages from around the world that didn't become an outrageous piece of proof that stands up in the U.N.,' which makes the U.N. really redundant, you know what I mean?" She pauses. "But all that footage crushes so many things that we stand for. It crushes art. Like, I can't look at any art right now, 'cause I just think it's all bullshit." A few beats later: "In the future, I want to move more into art." A little later: "I think [art is] good for my ADD, my music."

Her attention deficit disorder is endearing. She's razor smart while somehow managing to be warm, standoffish, and suspicious. She wants to be in charge, controlling the interview, challenging her critics, crushing the United Nations once and for all. I get the sense she's not completely aware of her own psychology, which may be an aid to her artistic work, where it all just comes pouring out like an uncapped volcano in the Philippines. Itching to get away from the interview and back to her music, she tells me the studio is where she talks her shit out. "If's like therapy, seeing journalists for me," she says. "I'll send you a bill," I tell her.

 The inevitable Robert Christgau, self-proclaimed dean of American rock critics, has called M.I.A. "the brown-skinned Other now obsessing Euro-America," and Maya's biography could be summed up in one of her own lyrics: I got brown skin but I'm a West Londoner / Educated but a refugee still. When she talks about her past, one thinks partly that she's making it up as she goes along, not just because the stuff is so fantastical but because she's such an effortless storyteller, explaining complicated events with small details, like the time her mom locked her in a room in her grandmother's house in Sri Lanka to keep her from filming a potentially dangerous protest, or the gruesomeness of life on a Liberian rubber plantation she recently visited. "I'm sad I come from a country like this," she says of Sri Lanka, "full of racism and hatred." Although maybe L.A. and New York aren't quite the ticket, either. "I'm ready to go to Ohio," she says, sort of kidding. "I would love to move next door to Dave Chappelle. Thats my dream. If I stick around America, thats what I'm doing."

If you had to invent the person of the future, you could do worse than to start with Maya as a baseline. She's the Third World refugee who lost her teeth to malnutrition as a child but later bagged a film degree from London's Central Saint Martins College of Art and Design, alma mater of artist Lucian Freud and Clash singer Joe Strummer. (Funnily enough, the basis of "Paper Planes" is pretty much a straight loop of the Clash's "Straight to Hell," with the guitar maybe smoothed out a little.)

Maya isn't so much self-made as self-sampled: She's an assemblage of what it takes to be relevant, with a profound understanding of just how fucked-up and unglamorous it is to grow up at the bottom of both First World and Third World societies. No one on the corner had swagger like us / Hit me on the burner prepaid wireless, goes "Paper Planes," and it's the prepaid wireless thats genius: the tiny sociological detail of the immigrant buying prepaid minutes as opposed to the monthly plan, the daily calculations amounting to an extra fifty bucks a month sent back to Chiapas, Mexico, or Lomé, Togo, that rings true to those of us who came to the West from more dysfunctional parts of the world. Like a fine novelist mixing motit's and sentiments to produce the kind of unplugged stream of consciousness that Holden Caulfield or Alexander Portnoy would be proud of, M.I.A. in a song like "Sunshowers" posits a universe of perceptions all at once. A personal assertion like I salt and pepper my mango may please the liberal mango-biters of Park Slope, Brooklyn, but it soon slides into Like P.L.O., I don't surrendo, which causes many of the above to choke on their mango pits. Educated but a refugee still may be just the ticket as the West swoons into decline and the East prepares itself for dominance. She's proud that her son's first words were in Tamil, not English. "He said Ammaa and Appaa, which is like Mom and Dad."

 Whatever Maya Arulpragasam is, her music and her rather fast-moving mouth have made her some serious fans and some pretty serious detractors. Drinking my way through brownstone Brooklyn, where the Worldwide Media lives and opinionates, mention of her name unleashes a flood of commentary. "For two different interviews, she gave me two different ages." "She wouldn't tell the Times how old she is." "She's prickly." "She's like the popular girl in art school." "Everyone's afraid of her." "Honestly, I think she's prone to embellishment, and this is one big art project for her." "I've interviewed a million musicians. No one's struck me as being as dishonest as she is." "Goddamn, is she a pain in the ass." And then there are her political views. As one Sri Lankan rapper put it: M.I.A., you represent terrorism in the worst way. When it comes to a singer with this complex a background, everyone wants to shape the story, which pisses Maya off to no end. "If I can't tell people what happened to me," she says, "if I'm denied my own history, yeah, I'm gonna say something about that."

Anyway, this much is likely true: Maya was born in 1975 in Hounslow, London, to Kala and Arul Pragasam. Her father, Arul, adopted the nom de guerre Arular, and when she was six months old, he dragged the family back to Sri Lanka. Arular was a founding member of the Eelam Revolutionary Organization of Students (yes, EROS), a group devoted to establishing an independent Tamil state in Sri Lanka's north and one of about thirty that sprang up during this period in response to increasing oppression by the Sinhalese-majority government. (The Sinhalese are Buddhists, the Tamils predominantly Hindu.) Her father's revolutionary résumé is legendary—schooling in Moscow, training with the PLO—but his tenure as a parent was somewhat less distinguished. He all but abandoned his young family in favor of the struggle and to this day does not have regular contact with his daughter.

 Kala, however, is still at the center of Maya's life. "She's this sixty-two-year-old Sri Lankan seamstress," she tells me. "She's like one of those Puerto Rican women you see here." I'm sort of getting an image, but that doesn't begin to explain the fortitude it must have taken for Kala Pragasam to get her family through what happened when they returned to Sri Lanka. Violence was a constant. With her father effectively an enemy of the state, the child endured questioning by soldiers. She witnessed shootings and government raids. Her uprooting continued, from Sri Lanka to mainland India's Tamil Nadu state and back to Sri Lanka, with malnutrition and disease hot on the heels of her and her two siblings. Her sister contracted typhoid. In past interviews, Maya described having her gums cut open with rice grain after losing most of her teeth. It would be one of her last memories of Sri Lanka. In 1986, the family escaped the teardrop island and boomeranged back to a life of Western poverty in South London.

The first ten years of Maya's life read like a textbook case of what not to do to a child. I was born in Leningrad, the son of Soviet parents who did everything possible to airlift my ass out of the motherland first chance they had. The idea of Maya's father dragging two young children back into the conflagration suggests a man of monstrous self-regard at the level where the political becomes the personal. Her childhood gave Maya an insight into the world that few of her artistic peers would have, but it also left her with an inexhaustible sense of anger and resentment. Of the plight of her people she told me: "Every single Tamil person who's alive today, who's seen how the world does nothing, has to find a way to exist that isn't harboring bitterness and hate and revenge." To her Sinhalese detractors, her music is precisely that form of revenge.

Life for a brown-skinned refugee in a London council estate (the PJs) was shit, but early hip-hop acts like N.W.A. and Public Enemy gave Maya a lift out of the quotidian, filling her head with dreams of a new life as a gangsta's bitch in South Central L.A. (Is there anyone of our generation N.W.A. didn't inspire?) By the time she managed to get into Central Saint Martins—she told the head of the art department she would become a hooker if she wasn't admitted—the violent childhood and missing father were channeled into canvases run wild with armed militants and tigers, the same wild, bright, tropical graphics that would eventually make it into her epilepsy-inducing videos. The tiger was not an incidental animal. It would be seen as an endorsement of Sri Lanka's Tamil Tigers, a group perceived as liberators by some and as terrorists by many others. (The Tigers, for example, pioneered the use of suicide bombers.) Her father's dealings with the organization helped fuel M.IA.'s terrorist-sympathizer moniker, an allegation she has yet to live down in some quarters. "You have all this shit going on in the publication world," she tells me unhappily. "They're calling me a terrorist and a liar." The singles came first, "Galang" in 2003 and "Sunshowers" a year later. The wonderfully foulmouthed Canadian electroclash musician Peaches taught her to program electronic beats on the Roland MC-505, an all-in-one drum machine and keyboard unit, and the resulting music was DIY honest. "It's unpretentious, stuck together with Scotch tape," the critic and musician Sasha Frere-Jones tells me. "So many people have tried to copy that style since."

 Maya has always viewed her art as a collaborative process, an outgrowth of the communal nature of growing up in Sri Lanka. Hooking up with Peaches was only the beginning. She found her ultimate collaborator in Diplo, born Thomas Wesley Pentz, a middle-class white kid from Florida whose thing was to take all kinds of pop music—a classic-rock instrumental here, a rap a cappella there—and seamlessly blend it, jumping recklessly from Dirty South hip-hop like Three 6 Mafia to Björk, Missy Elliott, the Cars, and the Cure without pause. Maya grabbed on to this aesthetic, bringing her own London and Sri Lankan sensibility to the mix. (Cue the bhangra, the Jamaican dancehall, et al.) With Diplo as her producer—and for a time her lover—she kept three steps ahead of everyone, stitching all this noise into a new sound that was as exciting as it was disorienting. Together they redefined what smart popular music could mean with the re-lease of M.I.A.'s "Piracy Funds Terrorism" mixtape—worth the trouble of locating just for the "Galang" remix (featuring the irrepressible Vicious) as well as Maya's hilarious grand larceny of the Bangles' "Walk Like an Egyptian." DJs on both sides of the Atlantic went ape for the redefined grooves, and "Galang" went viral across the Internet before anyone was even using the word "viral."

 The rest was a well-aimed bottle rocket to the top. The albums Arular (2005) and Kala (2007), named after Maya's father and mother, respectively (make what you will of the fact that Dad came first), wet the pants of our nation's music critics, a slow drip that continues to this day. Although it sold only 139,000 copies in 2007 (if's now up to about 520,000), Kala was named record of the year by Rolling Stone and ended up on forty-five year-end "best" lists, including some by publications I for one have never heard of, such as Drowned in Sound and The Sacramento Bee. But as far as the hoi polloi were concerned, it was "Paper Planes," pumping up the trailer of Pineapple Express and sending the scenery flying in Slumdog Millionaire, that made M.I.A. There's something almost sweet and old-fashioned about what happened to Maya with that song. All the praise in the world, a zillion pages in magazines, but when it came down to it, it took a hit single.

Onstage M.I.A. is nonpareil, a stunning performer. I fly out to the San Diego Street Scene music festival to see her show. Maya has talked about "how the First World is collapsing into the Third World," and San Diego, with its goofy-looking street rickshaws and omnipresent condo foreclosures, feels Third World these days. The festival is hot and stupid. All evening long I've been running into people who resemble the Family of Early Man, but things get noticeably better when M.I.A. hits the stage. Here's a true mélange of humanity: white hippie chicks, some wayward Vietnamese young ladies, a woman wearing tight shorts with the legend GIRLS DON'T POOP on her ass. Maya is rocking it in sunglasses, a tiny woman dominating a big venue, shooting off imaginary air guns as out-of-date dorks in porkpie hats shoot them right back. "Lef's pahr-TAY," she shouts, and even though she's tired (this gig was a last-minute thing), she's just the best fucking dancer out there, and the chances of taking your eyes off her grinding form are nil. When if's time for "Paper Planes," the crowd has a collective seizure; even San Diego's blonde navy-brat girls know every single word, follow every ka-ching, every bangl!, every and take your money. "We outie. Peace. We love you," Maya says as she gets the hell out of there.

 


 M.I.A.'s new album is titled /\/\/\Y/\, which kind of spells her first name. The record represents a big moment for her, a chance for more breakout singles in addition to the cerebral political stuff that excites the master's degree crowd. And for a rock star who's accustomed to flying United Economy Plus instead of Business, it's also a chance to make serious bank.

Maya is in London visiting her mum when I get the call to roll with her people and listen to the album. A white Escalade stretch limo pulls up with Maya's publicist inside, along with a bottle of jose Cuervo and some low-fat Alpine Lace cheese. (What planet does the music industry still live on?) "This is not M.I.A.-sanctioned," the publicist says, referring to the tacky flashing party lights and overall Jersey Shore feel of the Escalade. And then she pops the disc into the player. As we crawl through the staid streets of midtown Manhattan, Maya's new beats come out as a rebuke to everything around us. The album fronts a bassy, epic quality. It's aggressive when it needs to be ("Born Free"), but a dance track like "XXXO," co-produced by Rusko and Blaqstarr, the Baltimore club DJ, is as pop as you can expect from M.I.A., breezing up the manufactured stupidity of Lady Gaga or Christina Aguilera with that global-funky Maya touch. The fan base's reaction to "XXXO" was swift and predictable. "R u disappointed by MIA's new pop song?" tweeted hipsterrunoff. "Is she trying 2 crossover by sounding like Brit Spears/Rihanna?" Maya doesn't seem concerned. "I just wanted to tell my story," she tells me in a late-night e-mail. "I don't care who's listening."

And make no mistake, Maya has fun recording her music. Her home in L.A. is like an open house for creative refugees from around the world, and her studio sessions are a potluck dinner. Back in November, she updated me on the progress of the new album: "Then I go to Baltimore, and we're just gonna spend a week letting everyone come through the studio, and whoever's got something is gonna get on the album." When Blaqstarr was recording with her in L.A., "he caught a tarantula, and he kept it in the studio and got it really stoned for days," she tells me. "A killa turned, ta ran fuckin' chilllllla."

 /\/\/\Y/\ is more polished than Arular or Kala, but it still sounds unfinished in a good way, and there remains a Maya compulsion to go in as many directions as possible. The track "Teqkilla" emphasizes the singer's need for some sticky-sticky-icky-icky weed and a shot of tequila in me, whereas "The Message" tells the listener expecting nothing but a good ass-shaking time that the Google's connected to the government. And then there are songs like "Space," which rock a gentler, more contemplative beat than almost anything she's done. But if there's another "Paper Planes" on this album, it's "Tell Me Why," a Diplo-produced ditty that has probably the most instant catchphrase— Start throwing your hands up like you're mad at the ceiling!—since André 3000 told us to shake it like a Polaroid picture. The accolades will come. Maybe the bank will follow.

 


"I think this is the happiest I've been for a long time," she tells me over lunch at the Indian place in Silver Lake. What I hear is more mixed. That she's taken the recent collapse of the Tamil forces and the complete victory of the Sri Lankan army personally. That she's having a hard time reconciling her revolutionary politics and comfortable life. She refuses to buy the restaurants pickles, curry paste, and cashews because they come from Sri Lanka. That segues into another of her hard facts: "Fifty percent of the money that the Sri Lankan government makes, it all comes from Victoria's Secret." I'm scribbling down "FACT CHECK: Does 50% of all Sri Lankan gov. revenues really come from Victoria's Secret?" (It does not.)

She is relentless, single-minded, sometimes bordering on the naive. During a televised appearance with Bill Maher, she said, "You have to understand that in Sri Lanka, not a single Sinhalese person has been convicted of a crime for sixty years." A Tamil-American artist I know tells me that Maya "was nervous, clearly, and I know she meant to say that no Sinhalese has been convicted of their role in the pogroms against the Tamils in 1983," but thats an awfully big leap. And the truth is that measured, considered statements, instead of emotion-fueled hyperbole, would have helped her cause.


 And in its essence, her cause is just. The Tamils in Sri Lanka have been screwed since the country won its independence in 1948, and the Sinhalese have gone out of their way to make them into second-class citizens. Philip Gourevitch has written that in the 1960s, half the students admitted to medical and engineering schools were Tamils, whereas by the end of the 1970s the figure was closer to 20 percent. As a Soviet Jew, an ethnicity that is as obsessed with higher education as the Tamils, I am aware of just how painful these quotas can be. (They helped to put my family on a plane bound for JFK.) Even the Tamil Tigers' outrageous behavior of recruiting child soldiers cannot excuse the anti-Tamil pogroms and the governments vicious handling of the war. As Aravind Adiga, the Booker Prize-winning author of The White Tiger, wrote about the West's attitude to the conflict since September 11: "The world has issued the Sri Lankan government a blank check in its fight against the [Tigers], and it is time now to tear up that check."

Agreed. But one feels that for Maya the struggle can never end. She knows so much about the world, she has an idiosyncratic vision of it that makes for the most exciting music in decades, but she's so rooted in the past hurts of her biography and the humiliations of her people that the bigger picture sometimes floats out of view. (Deep in her Maya-ness, she don't surrendo.)

And still, at the heart of her personal and political struggles is Arular. As with so many absent fathers, his absence makes him a larger figure than he need be. Maya tells me that he has been working as a mediator with the Sri Lankan government, which to her rings as yet another form of betrayal. "England gave me a free education," she says, "but my grades suffered because I didn't have my dad to help me. I've paid the price. I've had the cause and effect, all that shit. I feel like I don't have anything to do with my dad."

I'm thinking of an image from Maya's childhood: her father, on the run from the authorities, sneaking through the window of their house in Sri Lanka and being introduced to her and her sisters as their uncle. (This was a safety precaution—the children would be regularly questioned by government soldiers about their father's whereabouts.) When you're a child, the world around you terrifying and new, and you're told that your father is your uncle, how much else can ever be real? Where does the political end and the personal begin? If's a question Maya's music has addressed with relentless sadness.

But sometimes with joy. Because this is a childhood memory, too: "I lived on a street, a dead-end street. There were like seven or eight houses, and then you turn the corner and there was another seven, eight houses. But my whole family lived on the street. So it was amazing. I grew up with about a hundred of my cousins, playing hide-and-seek all over the village and the temples."

And then there's her own son: "Today he climbed out of the pen, had to take the door kind of off the hinges and move it aside to get around. And thats amazing, that he's figured it out already—and that he's strong enough to do that."


 Best American Commune Names

Humans, like apes and dolphins and bees, are intensely communal. Communal living has always thrived in the United States—Native Americans, settlers at Jamestown, freed slaves in Nicodemus, Mennonites in Pennsylvania. As of 2010, hundreds of communes existed in this country. A few of the most creatively named are recorded here.

Aquarian Concepts (Arizona)

Parnassus Rising (Arizona)

Valley of Light (Arkansas)

Abundant Freek (California)

Brigid Collective (California)

Ecology House Two (California)

Ecovillage Emerging (California)

Humanity Rising (California)

Kidstown (California)

Yesss (California)

Seekers and Settlers (Florida)

Community of Hospitality (Georgia)


Earth  Re-Leaf (Hawaii)

Garden O'Vegan (Hawaii)

Skunk Valley Community Farm (Iowa)

Fun Family Farm (Kansas)

Windwalker Farm (Kansas)

Spiral Wimmin's Land Trust (Kentucky)

Starseed (Massachusetts)

Joint House (Michigan)

King House (Michigan)

Ruth's House (Michigan)

Skywoods Cosynegal (Michigan)

Camp Sister Spirit Folk (Mississippi)

Dancing Rabbit Ecovillage (Missouri)

Sphere of Light (New Jersey)

Dreaming Lizard (New Mexico)

Adirondack Herbs (New York)

Unknown Truth Fellowship Workers' Atlantis (New York)

Zim Zam Vegan (North Carolina)

Comn Ground, aka Panther Clan (Ohio)

Sharing (Ohio)

Pagan Island Community (Oklahoma)

Cerro Gordo (Oregon)

Wahoo! (Oregon)

Womanshare (Oregon)

Bryn Gweled Homesteads (Pennsylvania)

Father Divine's International Peace Mission Movement (Pennsylvania)

Short Mountain Sanctuary (Tennessee)

Tomorrow's Bread Today (Texas)

Faerie Camp Destiny (Vermont)

Huntington Open Womyn's Land (Vermont)

Abundant Dawn (Virginia)

Kyn Hearth (Virginia)

L.I.F.E. (Virginia)

Pod of Dolphins (Virginia)

Dragon Belly Farm (Washington)

Goodenough (Washington)


Jolly Ranchers (Washington)

Orca Landing (Washington)

Dreamtime Village (Wisconsin)

High Wind Association (Wisconsin)



 Best American Ominous Place Names

A town's name alone, as they know in Intercourse, Pennsylvania and Celebration, Florida, can mean tourist money. Even when the name sounds threatening. Residents of Hell, Michigan, for instance, invite visitors to "Come to Hell" where, according to one website, they can buy diplomas from "Damnation University" and/or schedule a wedding reception. The following is a list of various other frighteningly named places. It is not at all exhaustive.

Armada, Michigan

Cut Off, Louisiana

Cut and Shoot, Texas

Battle Creek, Michigan

Battle Creek, Nebraska

Broken Bow, Nebraska

Bugtussle, Oklahoma

Deadhorse, Alaska

Dead Women Crossing, Oklahoma

Deadwood, South Dakota

Dry Prong, Louisiana

Empire, Louisiana

Erie, Pennsylvania

False Pass, Alaska

Gunbarrel, Colorado

Hell, Michigan

Hurtsboro, Alabama

Killbuck, Ohio

Killingly, Connecticut


Last Chance, Idaho

Lead, South Dakota

Lynch, Kentucky

Lynchburg, Virginia

Lynch Heights, Delaware

Meat Camp, North Carolina

Moody, Alabama

Nightmute, Alaska

Ransom, Kansas

Roachtown, Illinois

Rogue River, Oregon

Satans Kingdom, Vermont

Slapout, Oklahoma

Slaughter, Louisiana

Slaughter Beach, Delaware

Slaughterville, Oklahoma

Sour Lake, Texas

Tombstone, Arizona

Whiteville, Tennessee



 Best American Call of Duty Handles

Call of Duty is a video game in which the user plays a soldier in World War II. The game,first released in 2003, has begat sequels, comic books, and massive online communities. Customers worldwide have purchased more than fifty million copies of the software, netting retailers somewhere around three billion dollars. What follows is a list of some of the weirdest and most creative screen names used recently.

Toilet_Clogger247

Mr. Bigglesworth

Pvt. Parts

[X-Savior] J.C.

ISHANKBUNNIES


Luke SkyHumper

Someone

Iraqishoethrower

Col.Sanders

Krunk Fu

Cowman

Your mom

Tartar Sauce

Bigfoot Spaceman

Chewbaccas Hero

VIOLENTPEACE

Tubanator

A Baby

Ho Lee Phuc



 Best American WiFi Network Names

This land is blanketed by WiFi networks, which allow a person's computer to pick up wireless Internet signal. What follows is an incomplete collection of some of the best-named of these.

BisexualBridalShower (Austin, Texas)

JOINANDDIE (Berkeley)

3men&ababy (Berkeley)

noboysallowed (Berkeley)

happysunshinesmileyay (Berkeley)

rofl_lmao_gtfo (Berkeley)

Youdontlivehere (Berkeley)

Poopenstein (Chicago)

Mercyforanimals2 (Chicago)

Fishpantsmcgee (Chicago)

DrOpDeMkChiCknWngz (Chicago)

3guysandamodem (Chicago)

iHateMyNeighbors (Chicago)

divorce (Chicago)


Houseforimaginaryfriends (Chicago)

Chinbeard (Chicago)

BadChoice (Chicago)

UltraTopSecretNet (Hampton, New Hampshire)

Imcompletelynaked (New York)

dontstalkus (New York)

Turndownyourmusic (New York)

wehaveroaches (New York)

Thisisme,thisisyou (New York)

Iamhidingunderyourbed (New York)

Ethernot (New York)

Bacon Lung Inc. (New York)

TheOuchCube (New York)

Iwouldsharebutuhno (New York)

UnicornCupcakePrincessParty (New York)

MonkeyontheLamb (New York)

Fourdudesinaroom (New York)

WeWon! (New York)

WeWonToo (New York)

ifUstealHelpmePayforitUJerks (New York)

Donny,Please (New York)

Caturday (New York) 2dumbcats (New York)

thedude (New York)

Reciprocate-BringPiestoApt5 (New York)

NOFREEWIFI4U (New York)

GetOffMyCloud (New York)

CIA_Citizen_Monitoring (New York)

iwillhacku (New York)

FBIsurveillancevannumber32 (Richmond, California)

Pleasedontstealmywifi (San Francisco)

Pureevil2 (San Francisco)

Slaughterhouse24 (San Francisco)

AirPizzle (San Francisco)

Icanhearyouhavingsex (Seattle)

Idonthearyouhavingsexatall (Seattle)

WhydidGreedoshootfirst?! (Tampa, Florida) 



 Best American Best American Categories that Got Cut

Every year, sometime around December, the list of potential front section categories for this anthology balloons to many pages. And every spring it gets whittled down. Here are a few that sounded nice in theory, but	just didn't pan out.

Best American Names of Taco Carts in Ann Arbor, Michigan

Best American New Colors

Best American Police Blotter Items for Fort Greene, New York

Best American Sentences on [>] of Books Published in 2010

Best American Pet Obituaries

Best American Apocalypse Theories

Best American Ways to Reduce Your !@#$ Carbon Footprint

Best American Bible Tract

Best American Fundraising Letter

Best American Magazine Quizzes

Best American Stick-Up Notes

Best American Calls to the Illinois Poison Center

Best American Things to Do in Warm Weather

Best American Things to Do in Cold Weather

Best American Things Not to Do



Best American Mark Twain Quotes

FROM The Autobiography of Mark Twain, Volume 1


The Autobiography of Mark Twain, Volume I, published in November 2010 by the University of California Press, is a compilation of letters, stories, speeches, and writings by (and occasionally about) Mark Twain. Twain's actual autobiography begins on [>], and is a series of dictations given by Twain over three years. Twain asked that the material not  be published in full for one hundred years after his death, so that he could speak freely, as if "from the grave." He finished dictating in late 1909 and died less than four months later. Scholar Harriet Elinor Smith and a team of editors assembled the book. It is 73$ pages long. The following is a selection of particularly curious and delightful excerpts from that book.

 


 My plan was simple—to take the absolute facts of my own life & tell them simply & without ornament or flourish, exactly as they occurred, with this difference, that I would turn every courageous action (if I ever performed one) into a cowardly one, & every success into a failure. You can do this, but only in one way; you must banish all idea of an audience—for few men can straitly & squarely confess shameful things to others—you must tell your story to yourself, & to no other; you must not use your own name, for that would keep you from telling shameful things, too.

 


It was not right to give the cat the Pain-Killer; I realize it now.

 


The supremest charm in Casanova's Memoires (they are not printed in English) is, that he frankly, flowingly, & felicitously tells the dirtiest & vilest & most contemptible things on himself, without ever suspecting that they are other than things which the reader will admire & applaud.... Rousseau confesses to masturbation, theft, lying, shameful treachery, & attempts made upon his person by Sodomites. But he tells it as a man who is perfectly aware of the shameful nature of these things, whereas your coward & and your Failure should be happy & sweet & unconscious.

 


All over the world there seems to be a prejudice against the cab driver.

 


And so hunger began to gnaw while the ship was still burning.

 


I believe that for months I was pure as the driven snow. After dark.

 


As I have said, I spent some part of every year at the farm until I was twelve or thirteen years old. The life which I led there with my cousins was full of charm, and so is the memory of it yet. I can call back the solemn twilight and mystery of the deep woods, the earthy smells,  the faint odors of the wild flowers, the sheen of rain-washed foliage, the rattling clatter of drops when the wind shook the trees, the far-off hammering of wood-peckers and the muffled drumming of wood-pheasants in the remotenesses of the forest, the snap-shot glimpses of disturbed wild creatures skurrying through the grass,—I can call it all back and make it as real as it ever was, and as blessed. I can call back the prairie, and its loneliness and peace, and a vast hawk hanging motionless in the sky, with his wings spread wide and the blue of the vault showing through the fringe of their end-feathers. I can see the woods in their autumn dress, the oaks purple, the hickories washed with gold, the maples and the sumachs luminous with crimson fires, and I can hear the rustle made by the fallen leaves as we plowed through them. I can see the blue clusters of wild grapes hanging amongst the foliage of the saplings, and I remember the taste of them and the smell. I know how the wild blackberries looked, and how they tasted; and the same with the pawpaws, the hazelnuts and the persimmons; and I can feel the thumping rain, upon my head, of hickory nuts and walnuts when we were out in the frosty dawns to scramble for them with the pigs, and the gusts of wind loosed them and sent them down. I know the stain of blackberries, and how pretty it is; and I know the stain of walnut hulls, and how little it minds soap and water; also what grudged experience it had of either of them. I know the taste of maple sap, and when to gather it, and how to arrange the troughs and the delivery-tubes, and how to boil down the juice, and how to hook the sugar after it is made; also how much better hooked sugar tastes than any that is honestly come by, let bigots say what they will. I know how a prize watermelon looks when it is sunning its fat rotundity among pumpkin vines and "simblins"; I know how to tell when it is ripe without "plugging" it; I know how inviting it looks when it is cooling itself in a tub of water under the bed, waiting; I know how it looks when it lies on the table in the sheltered great floor-space between house and kitchen, and the children gathered for the sacrifice and their mouths watering; I know the crackling sound it makes when the carving knife enters its end, and I can see the split fly along in front of the blade as the knife cleaves its way to the other end; I can see its halves fall apart and display the rich red meat and the black seeds, and the heart standing up, a luxury fit for the elect; I know how a boy looks, behind a yard-long slice of that melon, and I know how he feels; for I have been there. I know the taste of the watermelon which has been honestly come by, and I know the taste of the watermelon which has been acquired by art. Both taste good, but the experienced know which tastes best. I know the look of green apples and peaches and pears on the trees, and I know how entertaining they are when they are inside of a person. I know how ripe ones look when they are piled in pyramids under the trees, and how pretty they are and how vivid their colors. I know how a frozen apple looks, in a barrel down cellar in the winter time, and how hard it is to bite, and how the frost makes the teeth ache, and yet how good it is, notwithstanding. I know the disposition of elderly people to select the specked apples for the children, and I once knew ways to beat the game. I know the look of an apple that is roasting and sizzling on a hearth on a winter's evening, and I know the comfort that comes of eating it hot, along with some sugar and a drench of cream. I know the delicate art and mystery of so cracking hickory nuts and walnuts on a flatiron with a hammer that the kernels will be delivered whole, and I know how the nuts, taken in conjunction with winter apples, cider and doughnuts, make old people's old tales and old jokes sound fresh and crisp and enchanting, and juggle an evening away before you know what went with the time. I know the look of Uncle Dan'l's kitchen as it was on privileged nights when I was a child, and I can see the white and black children grouped on the hearth, with the firelight playing on their faces and the shadows flickering upon the walls, clear back toward the cavernous gloom of the rear, and I can hear Uncle Dan'l telling the immortal tales which Uncle Remus Harris was to gather into his book and charm the world with, by and by; and I can feel again the creepy joy which quivered through me when the time for the ghost story of the "Golden Arm" was reached—and the sense of regret, too, which came over me, for it was always the last story of the evening, and there was nothing between it and the unwelcome bed.

 I can remember the bare wooden stairway in my uncle's house, and the turn to the left above the landing, and the rafters and the slanting roof over my bed, and the squares of moonlight on the floor, and the white cold world of snow outside, seen through the curtainless window. I can remember the howling of the wind and the quaking of the house on stormy nights, and how snug and cosy one felt, under the blankets, listening; and how the powdery snow used to sift in, around the sashes, and lie in little ridges on the floor, and make the place look chilly in the morning, and curb the wild desire to get up—in case there was any. I can remember how very dark that room was, in the dark of the moon, and how packed it was with ghostly stillness when one woke up by accident away in the night, and forgotten sins came flocking out of the secret chambers of the memory and wanted a hearing; and how ill chosen the time seemed for this kind of business; and how dismal was the hoo-hooing of the owl and the wailing of the wolf, sent mourning by on the night wind.

 


 What a wee little part of a person's life are his acts and his words! His real life is led in his head, and is known to none but himself. All day long, and every day, the mill of his brain is grinding, and his thoughts (which are but the mute articulation of his feelings), not those other things, are his history. His acts and his words are merely the visible thin crust of his world, with its scattered snow summits and its vacant wastes of water—and they are so trifling a part of his bulk! a mere skin enveloping it. The mass of him is hidden—it and its volcanic fires that toss and boil, and never rest, night nor day. These are his life, and they are not written, and cannot be written. Every day would make a whole book of eighty thousand words—three hundred and sixty-five books a year. Biographies are but the clothes and buttons of the man—the biography of the man himself cannot be written. Sept. 26. '92. Arrived in Florence. Got my head shaved. This was a mistake.

 


Sept. 29. '92. I seem able to forget everything except that I have had my head shaved.

 


The night that I speak of was one of those dismal New England November nights, close upon the end of the month, when the pestiferous New England climate furnishes those regions a shake-down just in the way of experiment and to get its hand in for business when the proper time comes, which is December. Well, the wind howled, and the snow blew along in clouds when we left that house about midnight. It was a wild night. It was like a storm at sea, for boom and crash and roar and furious snow-drive. It was no kind of a night for burglars to be out in, and yet they were out. Goodwin was in bed, with his house on the alarm by half past twelve. Not very long afterward the burglars arrived. Evidently they knew all about the burglar alarm, because instead of breaking into the kitchen they sawed their way in—that is to say, they sawed a great panel out of the kitchen door and stepped in without alarming the alarm. They went all over the house at their leisure; they collected all sorts of trinkets and trumpery; and all of the silverware. They carried things to the kitchen, put them in bags, and then they gathered together a sumptuous supper, with champagne and Burgundy, and so on, and ate that supper at their leisure. Then when they were ready to leave—say at three o'clock in the morning—the champagne and the Burgundy had had an influence, and they became careless for a moment, but one moment was enough. In that careless moment a burglar unlocked and opened the kitchen door, and of course the alarm went off. Rev. Mr. Goodwin put out his left hand and shut it off and went on sleeping peacefully, but the burglars bounded out of the place and left all their swag behind them. A burglar alarm is a valuable thing if you know how to utilize it.

 


 In those early days dueling suddenly became a fashion in the new Territory of Nevada, and by 1864 everybody was anxious to have a chance in the new sport, mainly for the reason that he was not able to thoroughly respect himself so long as he had not killed or crippled somebody in a duel or been killed or crippled in one himself.

 


Several months ago a telegram came to me from there saying that Tom Sawyer's cave was now being ground into cement—would I like to say anything about it in public? But I had nothing to say. I was sorry we lost our cement mine but it was not worth while to talk about it at this late day, and, take it all around, it was a painful subject anyway.


 Best American Poems Written in Response to Arizona Senate Bill 1070

The Support Our Law Enforcement and Safe Neighborhoods Act was signed into law by Arizona Governorjan Brewer in April 2010, sparking national controversy. Around the Internet poets posted poems in response to the law. A few of the best replies-in-verse are printed here.

SB 1070

Awake, my senator! Let us explore The Undocumented Question at its core. Our quest shall dare beyond mere falsities And ascertain where answer truly lies. Of arguments pro and con nothing say; Debate for debate's sake leads inquiry astray. Free of our native prejudice (please note: Many prejudgments tend to advance by rote.) Let insight scan undocumented man, Ask where his journey ends, where it began, How to count the unaccountable, And whether he is person above all. The rhythm of undocumented feet Reverberates now your congressional seat, Recalling us our dutiful intent To understand mankind sans document.

—Javier O. Huerta


***

The Physics of Being Mexican-American (Quantum Mexicanics)

Mexican, Pocho, Beaner, Spic,

Pedro, Tejano, Latino, Chicano—

all have been used to describe us.

But what is our reality? We are

unobservable particles,


our wave function spreads across

both sides of the Rio

with a non-zero probability

we could be Central American

or even Canadian,

 collapsing in the crop fields

of Michigan, in the vineyards

of California, and in the orchards

of South Texas.

You apply the Uncertainty Principle

on us. The more certain you are

of our ethnicity the less certain you are

of our nationality. Our vast

potential energy makes you

fear us. We are not a radioactive people.

—Ralph Haskins


***

Miami Street Vendor

The street vendor

has a bucket full of beauty

roses in colors God never intended

I always buy orange ones

or sunflowers to go with my walls

he always gives me extras

strays from damaged bouquets

he knows they are more

than just decorations

to me


I love him like a brother

because he smiles through the stifling heat

because he shows no trace of ire

at what he should be doing with his education

if he were legal

besides sweating while dodging cars at stoplights

 and mostly because

he does not hate the roses

even though they hurt his arms

and compel him every day

to dance in traffic.

—Sylvia Maltzman


***

The Border

They have built a border:

At the dinner table, when they want their fruits and vegetables—

Between sweaty fields and their inherent privilege.

They have built a border:

At the car wash, when they want their luxury vehicles polished—

spotless, sir—

Between breaking backs and their abundant vanity.

They have built a border:

Behind the picket fence, when they want their gardens groomed—

a little less roses, sir—

Between the roots of honest labor and blooming decadence.

They have built a border:

At the drive-thru window, when they want fast food—

Between a minimum wage and an artificial convenience.

 They have built a border:

In their industry, when they want their factories fine-tuned—

Between diligence and mechanized indifference.

They have built a border:

At the curb of Home Depot, when they want jornaleros—

Between cheap labor and the structures of discrimination.

—José Hernández Díaz



 II




 Second Lives

Daniel Alarcón

FROM The New Yorker


MY PARENTS, WITH ADMIRABLE FORESIGHT, had their first child while they were on fellowships in the United States. My mother was in public health, and my father in a library-science program. Having an American baby was, my mother once said, like putting money in the bank. They lived near downtown Baltimore, by the hospital where my mother was studying, in a neighborhood of dilapidated row houses. Baltimore was abject, ugly, my mother said. Cold in winter, a sauna in summer, a violently segregated city, full of fearful whites and angry blacks. America, in those days, had all its dirty laundry available for inspection—the world's most powerful nation making war with itself in the streets, in universities, in the South, in Vietnam, in the capital just down the road. And yet my parents set about trying to make babies: on spring nights, when they made the room smell of earth, summer nights, when the city felt like a swamp, autumn nights, falling asleep on top of the covers, winter nights, when the room boiled with sex. They were not newlyweds, strictly speaking, but Baltimore re-energized them, made of their pairing something indispensable, something chemical.

For their efforts, they were rewarded with a son, whom they named Francisco. The district they lived in was one of the poorest in the country at the time, and once the birth was registered my parents were entitled to free baby formula, delivered to their doorstep every Monday morning. They found this astonishing, and later learned that many of the foreign doctors at the hospital were receiving this benefit, too, even a few who didn't yet have children. It was a gigantic bribe, my father said, the government pleading with its poverty-stricken residents: Please, please don't riot! Baltimore was adorned with reminders of the last civil disturbance: a burned-out block of storefronts, a boarded-up and untended house whose roof had collapsed after a snowstorm. Every morning, the sidewalks were littered with shattered car windows, tiny bits of glass glinting like diamonds in the limpid sun. No one used money in the neighborhood stores, only coupons; and, in lieu of birds, the skies featured plastic bags held aloft on a breeze. But none of this mattered, because my parents were happy. They were in love and they had a beautiful boy, his photo affixed to a blue First World passport.

 Their American moment didn't last long. They would have had another child—they would have had me—if their visas hadn't run out. By the time my mother was done nursing Francisco, a coup had taken place back home, and the military junta that came to power was not entirely friendly with the Johnson Administration. My parents were required to renew their papers every eighteen months, and that year, to their great surprise, they were denied. Appeals, they were told, could be filed only from the home country. The university hospital wrote a letter on my mother's behalf, but this well-meaning document vanished into some bureaucrat's file cabinet in suburban Virginia, and it soon became clear that there was nothing to be done. Rather than be deported—how undignified!—my parents left of their own accord.

And then their gaze turned, back to their families, their friends, the places they had known, and those they had forgotten they knew. They bought a house in a suburb of the capital, where I was raised, an out-of-the-way place that has since been swallowed entirely by the city's growth. I guess they lost that old Baltimore feeling, because I wasn't born for another seven years, a crying, red-faced bit of flesh, a runt, undersized even then. No blue passport for me, but they consoled themselves by giving me an Anglo name, Nelson, which was the fashion at the time. Eventually, I got my Third World passport, the color of spilled red wine, but it was just for show. I still haven't had a chance to use it.

Francisco, of course, fled at the first opportunity. It was January, 1987, the situation was bleak, and leaving was the most logical thing to do. I was ten years old; the idea was that he'd get me a visa and I'd join him as soon as I finished school. We went as a family to see him off at the airport, took the obligatory photographs in front of the departures board, and waved as he passed through security. He promised to write. He promised to call. He disappeared into the terminal, and then we climbed the stairs to the greasy restaurant above the baggage claim, where we sat by the wall of windows, waiting for a plane that looked like it might be my brother's to take off. My father drank coffee, fogged his glasses with his breath and polished the lenses between the folds of his dress shirt. My mother drew a palm tree on a paper napkin, frowning. I fell asleep with my head on the table, and when I woke up the janitor was mopping the floor beside us, wondering, perhaps, if we ever intended to leave.

 


 My brother went to live with the Villanuevas, old friends of my parents from their Baltimore days, who'd settled in Birmingham, Alabama. His first letter was three handwritten pages and began with a description of winter in the Southern United States. That year, the Alabama rains fell almost without pause until the middle of March, a soggy prelude to an even wetter spring. For Francisco, unaccustomed to this weather, the thunderstorms were impressive. Occasionally, there'd be a downed power line, and sometimes the lights would go out as a result. It was in this familiar darkness, Francisco wrote, that he'd first felt homesick.

The second half of the letter dealt more specifically with the routines of family life at the Villanuevas. Where they lived wasn't a neighborhood so much as a collection of houses that happened to face the same street. Kids were permitted to play in the back yard or in the driveway, but never in the front yard. No one could explain why, but it simply wasn't done. People moved about only in cars; walking was frowned upon, socially acceptable for children, perhaps, if they happened to be accompanied by a dog. The Villanuevas did not have pets. Nor was there anywhere to walk to, really. A two-pump gas station sat about a mile away on Highway 3I; its attractions included a pay phone and a magazine rack.

The Villanueva children, Marisa and Jack, ages fifteen and ten, respectively, made it clear from the outset that they spoke no Spanish. The language didn't interest them much, and their father, who insisted that my brother call him Julio and not Mr. Villanueva, considered this his greatest failing as a parent. It was his fault, he confessed to Francisco, for marrying an American woman. In general terms, though, things were good. Speaking English with the Villanueva kids, while challenging at first, helped my brother learn the language faster. At school, not a soul spoke Spanish, not even Señora Rickerts, the friendly, well-intentioned Spanish teacher. Francisco was not enrolled with Marisa, as had originally been planned. She went to an expensive private school, which would not permit Francisco to audit classes, so instead the Villanuevas sent him to Berry, the local public high school, with the hicks. This last word, Francisco explained, was the rough English equivalent of campesino or cholo, only it referred to rural white people. He'd learned it from Marisa, and had been advised by Mr. Villanueva never to use it if he wished to make friends. My father found this part of the letter very amusing. How remarkable, he said, that Villanueva's daughter spoke no Spanish but had somehow imported her father's classism to North America! How ironic, my father noted, that his own son should learn proletarian solidarity in the belly of the empire!

 My parents read and reread the letter at the dinner table, alternately laughing and falling into worried silence. In the early months, I recall them wondering aloud if they'd made a mistake by sending him away like this. Whose idea had it been? And where was Birmingham, anyway? Was it a city or a town? What kind of school was this place called Berry?

They wrote back, urging Francisco to send photos. A month passed, and the next letter arrived with a single picture. We saw Francisco with an umbrella and a yellow raincoat, standing next to the mailbox in front of the Villanuevas' house, a dense knot of purple clouds above. The front yard sloped dramatically, and Francisco stood at an odd slant. He'd put on a little weight—you could see it in his cheeks—and his hair had grown out. His face was changing, my mother said. He was growing up.

By his third letter, the winter rains had become spring rains, which were the same, only warmer. Storms spread like inkblots across the sky. On sunny days after a rain, the woods behind the Villanuevas' subdivision looked as if they'd been dipped in light. Everyone said that it was an unusually wet year. Francisco didn't mind—he was fascinated by the weather. It was everything else that bored him. His great disappointment that spring was that he'd tried out for the Berry High soccer team, and spent three games on the bench, watching the action unfold without him. He'd quit in protest, and, to his surprise, no one had begged him to come back. They hadn't even noticed. Americans, he wrote, have no understanding of the game. The issue was not mentioned again. By the fourth letter, the weather had turned; breezy, pleasant stretches were punctuated now and then by days of blasting heat. School would be over soon. He no longer complained about Berry or his classmates, whose dialect he could barely understand. Instead, he seemed to have settled in. Each week, Francisco went to the Spanish class and led conversation exercises with his American peers, and several of them had sought him out for further instruction. An exchange student from Mexico City had spent time at Berry the previous year, seducing Alabama girls and confounding deeply held stereotypes—he didn't wear a poncho, for instance, and was apparently sincere in his love of punk music. He'd also left behind a folkloric legacy of curse words: panocha, no manches, and pinche guey. Francisco wrote that he considered it his responsibility to teach these poor gringos to curse with dignity, and this was, as far as he could tell, the only linguistic knowledge they truly thirsted for. He introduced them to important words, words like mierda, culo, and pendejo, while offering the more advanced students a primer on the nearly infinite uses of huevo (huevón, hasta las huevas, hueveo, huevear, se hueveó la huevada). My parents were proud: "Our son the educator," they said. Photos included with this letter were of nearby Lake Logan Martin, where the Villanuevas had a weekend house. Sun glinting off the water, bathing suits hanging on a line, barefoot games of Frisbee in the freshly mowed grass. In summer, Francisco might learn to water-ski.

 This was the first letter in which he forgot to ask us how we were.

That year—the only year he consistently wrote to us—the photos were mostly of Francisco by himself. Occasionally, he'd pose with the Villanuevas: Julio, his wife, Heather, and their two dark-haired, olive-skinned children, who really looked as though they should speak some Spanish. Once, Francisco sent a photo of the Berry High gymnasium, which was notable only for its size. The entire high school, he wrote, would soon be razed and replaced by an even bigger complex farther out in the suburbs. Everyone was excited about this, but he wouldn't be around to see it. He didn't intend to stay in Alabama; on this point he was very clear.

 We did eventually get a photo of the few American friends Francisco acquired in those first months, and perhaps this could have clued us in about his eagerness to move on. At home, Francisco had always been part of the popular crowd, the center of a fitful, manic group of friends who loved trouble and music and girls. At Berry, he was on the margins of it all, one of a bunch of skinny outcasts, happy to have found one another in the crowded, cliquish hallways of this immense public school. In these photos: a Korean named Jai, a red-haired boy called Anders, who wore a neck brace, and a frail black kid named Leon, carrying a stack of books and looking utterly lost.

 


It was just as well that Francisco didn't ask us how we were. My parents might not have been able to explain. Or they might not have wanted to. Nineteen eighty-seven was the year of the state employee strike, which was particularly troubling for us, since my father worked at the National Library and my mother at the Ministry of Health. It started in May, around the time that Francisco was learning to water-ski. There was also dismaying talk of a new currency to replace the one that was soon to be destroyed by rising inflation. Together these horrors would wipe out our already diminished savings. War pressed down on the country in all its fury. Adults spoke of politics as if referring to a long and debilitating illness that no medicine could cure. Presidential elections were on the horizon; no one knew who would win, but none of the options were good. My father was shedding weight and hair at a frightening pace, the stress carving him to pieces.

Our letters to the U.S. did not include photographs, a small concession to my father's vanity in those taxing months. Nor did they mention the fact that Francisco was attending the public school because the tuition at Marisa's school was simply out of the question for us. Or that my parents had already written a letter to Mr. Villanueva postponing the monthly payment for his room and board. Certainly, my parents didn't tell Francisco how much shame they felt at having to do this. I doubt they even told him that they were afraid they'd lose their jobs, and were speaking with a lawyer about getting citizenship for all of us and coming as a family to join him. These were the issues my parents talked about at home, in front of me (as if I weren't there) but not with my brother. Why worry the boy? The calls were too expensive to waste time on unpleasant things, and wasn't he busy enough, learning English and spending his afternoons jumping from the Villanuevas' pier into the cool, refreshing waters of Lake Logan Martin?

 


 For most of my childhood, our neighbors across the street were a friendly couple named Alejandro and Luz. They were a little older than my parents, the rare neighborhood couple with no kids, possessing no concept of the kinds of things children might like. They visited from time to time, usually bringing some sort of gift for my brother and me—a jump rope, a pinwheel, that sort of thing.

Alejandro had big ears and a quirky grin. He wore dark suits and liked to talk politics until late in the evening. He was a good man, my father told me once, and decency was not something to be taken lightly, but when it came to worldview—he said this quite sternly—"we simply do not agree with him." Even now I'm not sure if this meant that Alejandro was a reactionary or a radical. Those were confusing times. Alejandro worked long hours, and months might pass between his visits, whereas Luz often came by to chat with my mother or to play with us. And when both my parents were working late Francisco and I sometimes spent a few hours at her house, deeply involved in card games whose rules the three of us invented as we went along, or listening to the dark, suspenseful stories Luz loved to tell. Ostensibly about her family, these tales of adventure and daring seemed to draw more from Hollywood Westerns, featuring spectacular kidnappings, gambling debts settled with knife fights, or long, dismal marches through unforgiving mountain terrain. Luz's manner of speaking made it clear that she had no idea what she might say next. It wasn't that she made things up, strictly speaking—only that facts were merely a point of departure for her.


 Luz modified whatever game we played, never apologizing, and we rarely minded letting her win, whether at cards or dominoes or hide-and-seek; in fact, it didn't feel like a concession at all. My brother, who usually kept a studied distance from me and all things preadolescent, regressed in her company, becoming, as if by magic, a gentler, more innocent version of himself.

Often Luz would let us watch an hour of cartoons while she rested on the couch with an arm draped over her face. We thought she was asleep, exhausted from so much winning, but every time a news break came on Luz would sit up in a flash, cover our eyes, and make us press our hands over our ears. The news in those days was not for children, she always said, and I took her word for it. But afterward, when I had opened my eyes and was blinking hopefully at the television, waiting for the cartoons to come back on, Francisco would say, "Did you see that, little brother? That's why I'm leaving."

 


Soon after Francisco had gone, Alejandro moved out. It happened almost without anyone realizing it, though the dearth of concrete details was soon overwhelmed by the neighborhood's combined speculative power: Alejandro had run off with his secretary, with the maid, with the daughter of one of his business associates. The mistress, whoever she might be, was pregnant, or maybe she already had children of her own, whom Alejandro had agreed to take care of. It seemed likely that she was much younger than Luz, that he wanted, after all these years, to be a father. There were a few who thought that his sudden disappearance had more to do with politics, but my father rejected that theory out of hand.

A few weeks had passed when Alejandro came by late one night. He wanted to speak to my father, alone. They shut themselves in the kitchen with a bottle of pisco, and when they emerged, a few hours later, it was clear that Alejandro had been crying. His eyes were swollen and his arms hung limply by his sides. My mother and I were in the living room. I was supposedly doing homework, but really I was waiting to see what would happen. Nothing did. Alejandro gave us a sheepish nod, while my father stood next to him, pisco bottle in hand. They hadn't even uncorked it.

The following day, my mother clarified things a bit. Or tried to. 
"An affair," she said, "is when a man takes up with a woman who is not his wife. Do you understand that, Nelson?"

 Sure I did, or at least I thought I did.

"And what if a woman takes up with a man who is not her husband?"

My mother nodded. "That, too." I had other questions as well. "Takes up with"? Something about the way my mother said this phrase alerted me to the fact that it was a metaphor.

And she sighed, closing her eyes for a moment. She seemed to be thinking rather carefully about what she might say, and I waited, tensely, perhaps even holding my breath. My mother patted me on the head. It was complicated, she said finally, but there was one thing I should be aware of, one thing I should think about and learn now, even if I was too young to understand. Did I want to know? "It has to do with a woman's pride," she said, and waited for these puzzling words to take hold. They didn't. It was all opaque, delightfully mysterious. Alejandro's affair was different from others, she said. Yes, he had left Luz, and, yes, this was bad enough. Plenty bad. But a woman is proud, and at a certain age this pride is tinged with self-doubt. "We grow old," my mother told me, "and we suspect we are no longer beautiful." Alejandro's new mistress was ten years older than Luz. This was what he'd confessed to my father the night before. A younger woman would have been understandable, expected even, but this—it wasn't the sort of insult that Luz would easily recover from.

I knew it was serious by the way my mother's eyes narrowed.

"If your father ever does something like this to me, you'd better call the police, because someone's going to get hurt. Do you understand?"

I told her I did, and her face eased into a smile.

"O.K., then, go on," my mother said. "Go play or something."

In those days after Francisco left, "go play" came to mean something very specific: go sit in your room and draw and create stories. I could spend hours this way, and often did. My scripts were elaborate, mostly nonviolent revenge fantasies, in which I (or the character I played) would end up in the unlikely position of having to spare the life of a kid who had routinely bullied me. The bully's gratitude was colored with shame, naturally, and my (character's) mercy was devastating to the bully's self-image. I returned to this theme time and again, never tiring of it, deriving great pleasure from the construction of these improbable reversals.

 With my brother gone, the room we had shared seemed larger, more spacious and luxurious than before. I'd lived my entire life there, deferring without complaint to my brother's wishes on all matters of decoration, layout, music, and lighting. He'd made it clear that I was a squatter in his room, an assertion I'd never thought to question. Just before he left, he'd warned me with bared teeth, frightening as only older brothers can be, not to touch a thing. In case he came back. If I were to change anything, Francisco said, he'd know.

"How?" I asked. "How will you know?"

He threw an arm around me then, flexing it tight around my neck with the kind of casual brutality he often directed at me. I felt my face turning red; I was helpless. At ten and eighteen, we were essentially two different species. I wouldn't see him again until we were both adults, fully grown men capable of real violence. I suppose if I'd known this, I might have tried to appreciate the moment, but instead I remained defiant, gasping for breath and managing to ask one more time, "Yeah, but how will you know?"

Francisco, or versions of him, appeared in many of my early works. I took note of what my mother had said about a woman's pride, and when I was alone with my father I decided to ask him about it. I wasn't sure if I'd got the full nuance, but I relayed the conversation with my mother as well as I could, concluding with the last bit about the police.

"She said that?" he asked. I nodded, and my father, instead of shedding any light on the situation, just laughed. It was a hearty, surprising laugh, with tears pressing from the corners of his eyes.

"What?" I asked. "What did I say?" But he wouldn't answer me, and, finally, when he'd regained his composure, he gave me a big hug.

"Your mother is a dangerous woman," he said, and I knew enough to understand that when he said "dangerous" he meant it as a compliment.

Meanwhile, Luz drew her curtains and rarely left the house. Alejandro never came back.

***


 A few months later, we learned that Luz was planning to travel to the United States, to visit a cousin of hers in Florida. This was in June, when the strike was under way, and my parents were beginning to feel the stress most acutely. We'd seen little of Luz in the weeks since Alejandro's visit, but she was often mentioned, always in the same pitying tone. Inevitably, the conversation veered back to my mother's comment about the police, and my father would tease her about it, until they laughed together. I'd chuckle, too, so as not to be left out.

Luz's trip couldn't have been more perfectly timed. It was scheduled for July, three or four weeks before Francisco's birthday, the first he would be spending abroad. My mother wanted to send Francisco a gift, just a token, so that he'd know we were thinking of him. After some deliberation, she bought him a dark-blue necktie embroidered with the logo of the National Library. My father approved, said it would help him get a good job. It was a joke, really; we knew that Francisco wasn't interested in the sort of job where he might need a necktie. The three of us signed a card; separately, my father wrote a long letter, and the whole thing was wrapped and sealed and ready to go. Naturally, there was no talk of trusting our local postal service for this, or for anything, really. We would ask Luz to take it for us and drop it in an American mailbox. Perhaps, my mother said, Luz could even hand-deliver it, should her itinerary include a jaunt through Alabama, and, upon her return, report back—tell us how she'd found Francisco, what she thought of his prospects in the U.S.

One Sunday afternoon, my mother and I crossed the street and knocked on Luz's door. She seemed surprised to see us, a little embarrassed, but beckoned us into the house all the same. Immediately, we encountered a problem: there wasn't anywhere to sit. Sometime in the previous months, much of the furniture had been moved out, and the rooms, half empty now, seemed lonely and sad. Of the chairs that remained, no two faced each other. We strolled through to the living room, where a small television set rested awkwardly on a wooden chair. Luz was thinner than I remembered her, subdued; she seemed to have staggered recklessly toward old age, as if trying to make up in a matter of weeks the ten years that separated her from Alejandro's new lover. Her hair had faded to a stringy yellowing gray—she'd stopped dyeing it, my mother explained later—and her skin had taken in a similarly unhealthy pallor. Her eyes, even in the dim light, were glassy and unfocussed. Luz asked me to put the television on the floor.

 "Where?" I asked.

"Oh, Nelson," she said. "Anywhere."

I placed it next to the chair, and Luz indicated that I should sit on it. I looked at my mother for reassurance. She nodded, and so the three of us sat, forming a not quite intimate circle.

Luz and my mother went through the protocols of a civilized visit: inoffensive questions, anodyne chitchat, the usual phrases and gestures intended to fill up space rather than convey meaning. It occurred to me as I listened that my mother and Luz were not close. They spoke without much fluency about a minor universe of events that affected neither of them: the vagaries of neighborhood life, people they both knew but didn't much care about. My mother seemed determined not to speak of our family, of my father, my brother, or even me. It was excessive decorum, as if the very mention of family might be insulting to our grieving hostess. The strain to keep the words coming was noticeable, and I wondered how long it would be necessary to maintain this charade before coming to the point of the visit, Francisco's gift. Ten minutes? Twenty? An entire hour?

Luz, as she spoke, as she listened, scanned the room as if looking for someone who was not there. The easy assumption would have been that the someone was Alejandro, but I understood instinctively that this wasn't the case. There were many people in the room with us, it seemed, a wide variety of people my mother and I could not see: principally, the players in Luz?s life, those who'd known her at various stages of childhood, adolescence, and adulthood, at moments of joy, of whimsy, of expectation. Of anxiety and fear. It seemed to me that Luz was wondering, How did I get to this place? How did this happen? Or perhaps, What are all these people doing in my house, and what must they think of me now? And it was all she could do not to ask these questions aloud. She was gritting her teeth, forcing her way through a conversation with my mother, an artificial exchange about nothing at all, hoping soon to return to her more important, unfinished dialogue with this other, floating gallery of observers. This was my theory, of course. Luz's eyes drifted to the near distance, to the seemingly empty space just behind us and around us. To the window, to the floor, to the ceiling.


 At a certain point, my mother took Francisco's festively wrapped package from her purse. She passed it to Luz, who accepted it without saying much. I'd lost track of the words being exchanged, was focusing instead on the minute shifts in Luz's facial expressions: a sharpening of the creases at the edges of her mouth, or her eyes fluttering closed. My mother explained that the gift was for Francisco, that it was his birthday, that we hated to ask the favor but we hoped it wouldn't be a problem. Could she take it with her?

Luz sat, shoulders slouched, neck curling downward. The gift was in her lap, and by the tired look in her eyes you might have thought that it weighed a great deal. I'm not sure how I knew, but I did: She was going to say no.

"What is it?" Luz said.

My mother smiled innocently; she didn't yet understand what was happening.

"A necktie."

Luz's eyes were wandering again, following a dust mote, or the disappearing image of an old friend. She was ashamed to be seen this way, and she was going to take it out on us.

"Are you well?" Luz asked.

"We are," my mother said. "We miss Francisco, of course, but we're well."

"And the strike?"

At the mention of it, my mother's expression darkened. She and my father were walking the picket line five days a week, exhausting in and of itself, and, of course, there was the constant threat of violence, from the police, from the more radical elements within their own syndicate. My parents talked about it every night, oblique references at the dinner table, and later, as I fell asleep, I heard the worried hum of voices drifting from their bedroom.

"We're getting by," my mother answered. "God willing, if 11 be over soon."

Luz nodded, and reached over to the coffee table. She pulled open a drawer and took out a letter opener. We watched, not knowing exactly what she was after, but she spoke the whole time, carrying on a sort of conversation with herself, a monologue about the declining state of morals in the nation, about a new, aimless generation, and its startling lack of respect for the rules of society as they'd been handed down since the time when we were a colony of the Spanish Empire. A colony? The Empire? I looked toward my mother for help, but she was no less confused than me. There was sadness in Luz?s tone, a defeated breathiness, as if the words themselves were part of a whispered prayer or lament she would've preferred not to share with us. At the same time, her hands moved with an efficiency completely at odds with her speech: she held the package now, and, without pausing in her discourse, used the letter opener to cut the red bow my mother had tied. It fell unceremoniously to the dusty floor.

 "Oh!" my mother said.

It was as if Luz had cut her.

Then, with the edge of the opener, she peeled back the clear tape my mother had stuck to the wrapping. The paper slipped to the floor, landing at Luz's feet. She pushed it away with the edge of her shoe. Her hands kept moving.

"People these days can't be trusted. So much has changed from when I was a girl. We knew our neighbors—our town was small. When a boy came around, my father would ask who his parents were, and this was all he and my mother needed to know. If they didn't approve of his lineage, they'd send the servant out to have a talk with him. To shoo him away, you understand. I watched everything from my window. I was very pretty then."

"I'm sure you were," my mother said, her voice breaking, unable to hide the concern she felt for Francisco's gift. The box was open now, the white tissue paper was out, ripped in places, and the tie dangled from Luz's knee, its tip just grazing the floor. Luz opened the card we'd all signed, and spread my father's letter on her lap, squinting at the handwriting as if decoding a secret message.

"Is there something wrong?" my mother asked.

Luz didn't answer. Instead, she held the necktie up with one hand, and ran her thumb and forefinger carefully along the seam, lightly palpating the length of the fabric. She'd already checked the box and its lining. What was she looking for?

My mother watched in horror. "What are you doing? Is there a problem?"

"Where are your people from?" Luz asked.

"I'm sorry?"


 "The north, the south, the center? The mountains, the jungle? How well do we know each other, really, Monica? Do I know what you do? What your family does? What about that union you belong to, the one making trouble downtown? Did you expect me to get on a flight to America with a package I hadn't bothered to check? What if there were drugs inside? What if there was cocaine?"

My mother was stunned. Absolutely immobilized.

"Am I supposed to rot in an American prison because your impoverished family is willing to gamble with my life?"

Luz's eyes were open wide, and she held them that way, staring at us.

My mother stood abruptly, snatching the necktie and my father's letter from Luz's hands. I ducked to grab the box, the wrapping paper, and the bow, but my mother took me by the arm. Her face was a bright and unnatural shade of red.

"Leave it."

Luz reverted now, drawn back into that lonely place she'd been trapped in for months. "Did I say something wrong?" she asked, but the question wasn't addressed to us.

The empty rooms were a blur as we raced toward the street. On our way out, I managed to kick over a chair, and I knew by my mother's expression that she didn't mind at all.

 


The day passed and my mother was in a foul, toxic mood. The neighborhood, always so eager to gossip, was now gossiping about us. We'd tried to send contraband to America, people were saying. Drugs. Tried to take advantage of an unsuspecting elderly woman with a broken heart.

These were the kinds of humiliations we put up with for Francisco's sake. There were others. Francisco left Birmingham that October, and only later did we find out why: one afternoon Marisa skipped her'S.A.T. prep class, and Mrs. Villanueva came home early to find them groping in the downstairs television room. For me, the most astonishing aspect of the story was undoubtedly the idea that the Villanuevas had a downstairs television room. The rest of the anecdote—even the titillating hint of sex—hardly registered next to this remarkable detail. Mrs. Villanueva gave my brother an hour to pack his things. By the time her husband got home, Francisco had already been dropped off at his friend Jai's house, forever banished from the Villanuevas' ordered American lives.

 For months after he'd moved on, we continued to wire money to the Villanuevas to pay off our debt. My father sent several long letters to his old friend Julio, apologizing for his son's behavior, but these went unanswered, and, eventually, he gave up trying to make things right. The friendship was never repaired, of course, but, then, how could it be? The two men had met in the nineteen-seventies and had seen each other only twice in the intervening years. The mutual affection they felt was an almost entirely theoretical construct, based on memories of long-ago shared experiences—not unlike what I felt toward my brother by then, I suppose. Part fading recollections, part faith.

Francisco never got around to applying to college, as my parents had hoped he would. He moved briefly to Knoxville, where his friend Leon had enrolled at the University of Tennessee. But soon after that we got a letter from St. Louis (along with a photo of the Arch), and then one from Kansas City (with a picture taken in the parking lot of a rustic barbecue joint). Francisco's constant movement made it difficult for my parents to get their citizenship paperwork going, though at some point, I imagine, they must have told him what their plan was and how desperate our situation was becoming. Maybe he didn't understand. Or maybe it was inconvenient for him to think about. Maybe what he wanted most of all was to forget where he'd come from, to leave those troubles and stunted dreams behind and become what his passport had always said he was: an American.

 


People talk a lot these days about virtual reality, second lives, digital avatars. It's a concept I'm fully conversant with, of course. Even with no technical expertise or much interest in computers, I understand it all perfectly; if not the engineering, then the emotional content behind these so-called advances seems absolutely intuitive to me. I'll say it plainly: I spent my adolescence preparing for and eventually giving myself over to an imagined life. While my parents waited in line at the American Embassy, learning all the relevant statutes and regulations to insure my passage, I placed myself beside my brother in each of his pictures. I followed him on his journey across America, trying always to forget where I really was.

 He repaired bicycles in suburban Detroit; worked as a greeter at a Wal-Mart in Dubuque, Iowa; moved furniture in Galveston, Texas; mowed lawns at a golf course outside Santa Fe. At home, I read Kerouac and Faulkner, listened to Michael Jackson and the Beastie Boys, studied curious American customs like Halloween, Thanksgiving, and the Super Bowl. I formulated opinions on America's multiple national dilemmas, which seemed thrillingly, beautifully frivolous: gays in the military, a President in trouble for a blow job.

My brother turned twenty-one in Reno, Nevada, gambling away a meager paycheck he'd earned busing tables at a chain Italian restaurant. It could be said that he was happy. This was 1990. He was going by Frank now, and had shed whatever Southern accent he might have picked up in those first few months as a putative member of the Villanueva household.

Six months passed, and we learned that he had abandoned water-skiing for snow skiing; he was working at a ski resort in the Rockies, and sent photos, panoramic shots of the light mirroring brilliantly off the white snowpack. It was intriguing and absolutely foreign territory. He spent a page describing the snow—dry snow, wet snow, artificial snow, powder—and I learned that people can get sunburned in winter from all the reflected light. I never would have guessed this to be true, though in hindsight it seemed fairly obvious, and this alone was enough to depress me. What else was obvious to everyone but me? What other lessons, I wondered, was I being deprived of even now?

 


In school, my favorite subject was geography. Not just mine, it should be said. I doubt any generation of young people has ever looked at a world map with such a powerful mixture of longing and anxiety; we were like inmates being tempted with potential escape routes. Even our teacher must have felt it: when he took the map from the supply closet and tacked it to the blackboard, there was an audible sigh from the class. We were mesmerized by the possibilities; we assumed every country was more prosperous than ours, safer than ours, and at this scale they all seemed tantalizingly near. The atlas was passed around like pornography, and if you had the chance to sit alone with it for a few moments you counted yourself lucky. When confronted with a map of the United States, in my mind I placed dots across the continent, points to mark where my brother had lived and the various towns he'd passed through on his way to other places.

 Of course, I wasn't the only one with family abroad; these were the days when everyone was trying to leave. Our older brothers applied for scholarships in fields they didn't even like, just for the chance to overstay their visas in cold and isolated northern cities. Our sisters were married off to tourists or were shipped to Europe to work as nannies. We were a nation busy inventing French great-grandparents, falsifying Spanish paperwork, bribing notaries for counterfeit birth certificates from Slavic countries that were hardly better off than we were. Genealogies were examined in great detail—was there an ancestor to exploit, anyone with an odd, foreign sounding last name? A Nazi war criminal in your family's dark past? What luck! Pack your bags, kids—we're going to Germany! This was simply the spirit of the times. The Japanese kids headed back to Tokyo, the Jewish kids to Israel. A senile Portuguese shut-in who hadn't spoken a coherent sentence in fifteen years was dusted off and taken to petition the Embassy; suddenly all his grandchildren were moving to Lisbon.

The state-employee strike didn't last forever. It ended, as everything did in those days, with an uneasy and temporary resolution: across-the-board pay cuts but no immediate layoffs, a surfeit of mistrust and rancor on all sides. My father was there at the climactic march, when a bank in the old center was burned by government infiltrators and dozens of protesters were beaten and jailed. He was gassed and shot at with rubber bullets, and he, like tens of thousands of others, fled the violence like a madman, running at full speed through the chaotic streets of the capital, a wet rag tied across his nose and mouth. It was, he told me later, the moment he realized he wasn't young anymore.

The dreaded election came and went; the crisis deepened. The new President privatized everything, selling the state off piece by piece and dividing the profits among his friends. The truce that had been reached at the end of the strike was broken, and the next year thousands of workers, including my mother, were suddenly laid off. She was unemployed for months. Prices shot up, the currency crashed, the violence spread, and our world became very small and very precarious. We waited in breadlines, carrying impossibly large stacks of banknotes, which had become a requirement for even the tiniest transaction. People spoke less; strangers distrusted one another. The streets, even during morning rush, had a perverse emptiness to them. We listened to the radio in the dark and emerged each morning fearful to discover what tragedy had befallen us in the night.

 These emotions are quite beside the point now, like an artifact looted from an ancient grave, an oddly shaped tool whose utility no one can quite decipher. But back then, walking through the gray, shuddering city, I thought about my brother all the time. I was ten, I was eleven, unfree but hopeful; I was thirteen, I was fourteen, and my brother had escaped. Fifteen, sixteen: waiting for something to happen, reading obsessively about a place I would never see for myself, in a language I would never actually need. Twenty, twenty-one: small failures, each humiliation a revelation, further proof that my real life was elsewhere. Twenty-five, twenty-six: a dawning awareness that my condition as a citizen of the Third World was terminal.

And Francisco lived through none of this. As punishment, I set about trying to forget him: the sound of his laughter, his height relative to mine, the content of the conversations we'd had after the lights went out but before we fell asleep.

I never managed it, of course.
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