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Advance Praise for
COMPASSION, MICHIGAN

“These are stories of extremely real women, mostly disappointed by life, living meagerly in a depleted town in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan. Sound depressing? Not at all. Luczak has tracked their hopes, their repressed desires, and their ambitions with the elegance and precision of one of those silhouette artists who used to snip out perfect likenesses in black paper; people ‘comforted by the familiarity of loneliness,’ as he writes.”

—EDMUND WHITE, author of A Saint in Texas

“Filled with grief and hope, bitterness and tenderness, Raymond’s collection of short stories exudes compassion for its characters and their environs. With a confident eye to detail, and knowledge of the pulse of the place, he brings the reader into the quiet lives the people in the stories appear to be living only to reveal internal tensions around sexuality, belonging, and family. A pleasurable, nuanced portrayal of life in a small town by a talented writer with an understanding of the humanity we all share.”

—CHRIS STARK, author of Nickels: A Tale of Dissociation

“Raymond Luczak’s Compassion, Michigan is a modern-day version of Winesburg, Ohio that proves William Faulkner’s statement that ‘The past is never dead. It is not even over.’ These stories describe a small town over the course of the twentieth century, experiencing change, being haunted by its past. Its residents live their lives of quiet desperation as queer, confused, disempowered or outcast members of their community. They seek love, sex, purpose, and the freedom to be themselves. In short, they are human, and they have much to teach us.”

—TYLER R. TICHELAAR, Ph.D. and award-winning author of Narrow Lives
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Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Even though celebrities and historical figures may be used as characters in these stories, their actions or dialogue should not be construed as factual or historical truths.
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“Being unable to tell your story is a living death and sometimes a literal one ... Stories save your life. And stories are your life. We are our stories, stories that can be both prison and the crowbar to break open the door of that prison; we make stories to save ourselves or to trap ourselves or others, stories that lift us up or smash us against the stone wall of our own limits and fears.”

—Rebecca Solnit, The Mother of All Questions

“If something happens you will be able to write the book that I may never get written. The idea is very simple, so simple that if you are not careful you will forget it. It is this—that everyone in the world is Christ and they are all crucified. That’s what I want to say. Don’t you forget that. Whatever happens, don’t you dare let yourself forget that.”

—Sherwood Anderson, Winesburg, Ohio

“Be kind, for everyone you meet is fighting a harder battle.”

—Plato





Numbers Six and Seven

ONCE UPON A time we seven siblings breathed and lived and played together as a single organism. We had names, but we never thought of ourselves as truly separate beings. We moved as one wherever we went. People around town always said, “Look at ’em Forester kids going off again.” The common joke was that our parents hadn’t known when to stop making babies. We didn’t understand why these strangers would cackle with a gleeful wink, but we didn’t care. There was always something new to discover in our backyard or the next one beyond that.

Sometimes we pretended to be mountaineers climbing Mount Everest, which was nothing more than a face of crag shaved off the side of a hill two blocks away from Norrie School. We carried up heavy backpacks, stuffed with pillows and sleeping bags even though we had no need for them in broad daylight. The boulders were easy to conquer, so we yelled, “Look out!” just to spook each other for giggles, and we jumped around and whooped it up once we got to the top. We talked about how we would hop on the next rocket from Cape Kennedy and shoot off for the moon where we would boing like balloons and leave behind big footprints and wave back at the earth looking like a pretty marble. We didn’t have an U.S. flag to stake and claim the moon as our own, but we were already plotting our next adventure.

Below us was the only world we knew then: the tree-lined cave-ins and St. Michael Church’s steeple rising out of the low skyline of Ironwood on our right, and the small and sloping hills of our neighborhood where houses were mostly hidden by enormous trees straight ahead of us. We were never happy that we couldn’t see our own house from our mountain. We tried using a pair of binoculars once. Too many trees in the way. We never climbed the mountain in winter because it was caked with dribbles of ice. We relished each snow day by piling on layers of clothes, scarves, threaded mitts, snow pants, and snowmobile boots, and heading out to the backyard where snowdrifts, whipped to great heights by blizzards, awaited our conquest. Sometimes we could not move quickly so we fell backwards and tasted the snowflakes falling on our faces. We made snow angels. If the snow had the right stickiness, we made snowmen.

In the summer, we took particular pleasure in taking shortcuts through other people’s yards and stealing handfuls of sugar snap peas from their gardens and clapping our hands at the chained dogs just to get them to bark like crazy. Sometimes the neighbors scolded us, but we laughed it off and headed toward Norrie School. It was our favorite place. It had a huge playground with tall swings, monkey bars, and a basketball court. The school was tall and wide with august-colored bricks, and a very tall chimney was stuck in the middle of its roof. Winters it puffed out a great deal of smoke, and every late morning we could smell the cafeteria food wafting from the south hallways where the gymnasium was. It housed kids from kindergarten all the way up to eighth grade. We siblings passed each other in the hallways and on the playground every day, but we never said hello. It was somehow understood that all seven of us would gather near the side door on the west side and walk together the four blocks home. We felt better together.

Such is the story I’d like to believe about the family you and I grew up in.

FOR A LONG time I didn’t know the names of our siblings: Victoria, Patricia, John, Will, Colleen, me, and you—five girls and two boys. I knew them first by their faces and by the way they moved their lips. I thought it was odd how they opened and closed their lips in so many different ways. I looked at myself in the mirror and tried to do the same thing, but my lip movements looked nothing like theirs. It was easier not to use my lips. It was more fun to chase them all over the house.

Our parents stopped and looked at me one day. Their faces said an entire story in less than a second. Something was wrong.

Eventually I was outfitted with a pair of shiny and heavy boxes cloistered in a harness strapped across my chest. The big fat molds that fit inside my ears began to hurt after a few hours, and I took them out and hid them in my pockets. No one told me that I had to keep them in my ears, not until it was time to eat. Mom scolded me each time for taking them out. She gestured that I had to put them back in. Sometimes they hurt so much I cried.

Mom brought me to Norrie School where a nice lady sat at a low table with me in a borrowed classroom. She wore her orange-tinted hair tight in a bun and a few tiny gold necklaces around her brown turtleneck. Her polyester pants had a riot of white, tan, and brown circular outlines. I liked her brown eyes because she never rolled her eyes when I could not understand her. The shiny baubles on her wrists fascinated me. Once she realized this, she removed them to her purse and gently said, “Look at me.”

I took my earmolds out.

“Do they hurt?”

I nodded.

She examined them and pulled out a nail file from her purse. She filed down the tubular edges of my molds and wiped them clean with a spray of rubbing alcohol.

The molds didn’t hurt as much.

I decided I liked Mrs. Gates.

Beyond this, I do not remember anything more, except that I learned to speak. I started to connect the odd language of disjointed lips and half-heard words, and tried to translate them the best I could. I sat in the front row of each class I attended and focused on the teacher’s face.

I tagged along with our siblings on their many adventures. I rarely spoke. I was too busy watching their faces and mimicking their movements.

I didn’t understand how the older they became, the less they wanted me around.

That is when you saved me. True story.

UP AND DOWN the street the oak trees grew their green hair until their heads swelled, casting wide bouffant shadows in their wake. When we pedaled our bikes hard up the sidewalk to our house, the shade cooled our sweat. Sometimes we left our bikes against the trees when we had to run into the house for a quick bathroom stop or a sip of lemonade, made from a powdery mix, before we ran back outside for a ride somewhere.

Sometimes we zipped past Mrs. Southern’s house and her dog that always barked like mad from behind the fence, turning the corner left around Mr. Zakofsky’s house where he hosed rows of his vegetables every morning, and waving hello at Billy, the fat and scruffy mechanic who usually stood inside the shade of his garage to smoke when he wasn’t fixing cars. We knew the faces of each neighbor who lived in these houses along the way to town. We had watched them talk with Mom many times. Sometimes they simply wanted to unload a bag full of zucchinis, and sometimes she would turn around and give them away to an older woman who lived on the other side of town.

No one liked Mrs. Harter. We never knew how old she was, but her face had the most wrinkles of anyone we saw. She had a longish wattle under her chin. We called her the Turkey Lady when no one was around. She always wore a thin sweater even during summer. We never understood how it was possible for anyone to feel cold in the hot months. Our house never had air conditioning; we left the windows wide open. We never knew the full details of Mrs. Harter’s story, but she did not have a husband, or rather, she had a husband who died in World War II. When Mom handed over a big grocery bag of zucchinis, she smiled at each one of us. We didn’t like her because there was something fake about her. We couldn’t quite put our finger on what it was, but we never talked about it. Once she was out of sight, we never thought about her. Mom said that helping Mrs. Harter was her way of being a better Christian and we should do the same thing for others too.

We didn’t quite grasp that America had fought many wars. We’d overheard names like Germany, Korea, and Vietnam, but they had nothing to do with us. These names were something like bad words among some of the men who sat on the porch over at Mr. Quinn’s house two blocks over. If the winds were strong enough, we could catch a whiff of their cigar smoke from half a block away. In the twilight their faces melted into the shadows of their voices, which turned quieter until they whispered themselves into oblivion.

By then we’d be tired from trying to capture fireflies with our jars and lying on the big baseball field where we looked straight up at the stars. We pointed out this or that star, but we’d never studied astronomy. So many stars were diamonds waiting to fall and turn into snow in the darkness of winter. Summer was just a way of storing them, much like how in the autumn the squirrels scattered about our street, snatching up one acorn after another.

When we pedaled to town, it was to pick out a scoop of ice cream at Stella’s Palace. It had some other name, but someone jokingly called it her palace from the way she mispronounced the word “parlor.” The name fit because of how she ruled the place. You knew her royal presence once you entered. She always wore a yellow top with a white collar, and she had three people, usually college students, wearing the same outfit. She made sure she knew all of our names, and she always asked after our parents. She had a great smile. Once we were done eating, we hopped on our bikes and pedaled as fast as we could home.

These are the stories that our siblings like to tell each other at family reunions. It’s been years since I’ve gone back.

OUR HOUSE HAD only two bathrooms for us seven kids plus Mom and Dad. The small one had a tiny sink and a toilet. The large bathroom had pink walls and two columns of lights on either side of the wide mirror overlooking the sink counter. Some of us were small enough to hide underneath there when we played Hide and Seek; unlike anywhere else in the house, it was strangely empty except for a growing pile of magazines and newspapers on the left side. Dad collected these once a month and brought them downstairs where they were tossed into the furnace. Dad and Mom never liked to waste anything.

The large bathroom’s window overlooked the backyard where, one Saturday afternoon in June, we’d helped Dad build a shack out of scrap wood from a neighbor friend. We followed his instructions, holding the dull-colored two-by-fours, as he sawed and hammered in nails. We held up each wall as he stood atop a ladder and hammered a piece of scrap wood to hold the corners together. We held the flat A-frames upright as Dad measured the space between each. We unrolled tarpaper and banged them into plywood. We held together each piece of the roof and watched it ascend to its rightful place atop the new shack. We scrubbed specks of old paint off the tiny window panes and held it in place while Dad tapped at its four corners to ensure perfect alignment with the wall itself before nailing it. We carried the caulking gun and took turns squeezing the trigger along the gaps around the window. We filed down the top and bottom of an old door, its white paint caked with time, over and over until it could finally fit the doorframe. We screwed the hinges into place while Dad sipped a can of Pabst and watched us. We took turns opening the door and jumping up and down inside the dark space. Once we realized only four of us could fit there lying down, we argued over who would get to spend the first night. Dad had to mediate. You and I were too small, so we never got the honors. But you and I would learn to climb the big tree that stood behind the shack, leap onto the roof, watch the cars that went up and down our street, and jump off onto the grass.

EVERY DAY AFTER school, you sat on a stool where the bathroom mirror’s eight lights converged on your face as Vicky stood behind you. On the counter was a book filled with drawings that showed how a girl’s long hair could be braided and styled in so many ways, and Vicky was working her way through the entire book. At the start of each session she divided your hair and held down each section temporarily in a barrette, and followed the book’s instructions. Thirty minutes later you ran out of the bathroom into the kitchen and bobbed your head to show off your new style. You were three years younger than me. Mom oohed and ahhed. It seemed that your hairstyle changed every day. I was jealous of your hair and the attention it got.

You didn’t know how blessed you had been with such silky hair. It glowed in the sun, and the white of your scalp showed through where your hair was parted. You played with your braids, and sometimes you loosened them. You whirled around on the grass, your hair petal-like from the unbraiding, until your head turned into a flower whizzing on the wind. I spun around too and ran after you. When we fell giggling from so much dizziness, dandelion whiskers rocketed off around us and caught the breeze. We watched them drift away before we got up again and spun again. Vicky was usually annoyed when you entered the house, your hair undone, but not for long. There was always something new to try from the book of braids.

When it rained outside, you and I played tic-tac-toe and hangman on scrap paper. Then you and I played card games on the living room floor. You and I made up rules and changed them all the time. You and I won and lost, and played again. You and I played double solitaire, gin rummy, and old maid.

Then you began to watch our siblings come and go out of our house. I had to wave for your attention and ask where they said they were going.

What was happening to the story of us?

EVERY SATURDAY WE sat in front of the television and watched Minnie Pearl, Lawrence Welk, and Carol Burnett. We took turns in the tub, where we had our weekly baths. We felt like newborns in our pajamas, which had been washed earlier that day. The TV filled our living room with a radiance of color and tinny applause coming from its one speaker. You nudged me with a tap on my arm when you caught puzzlement on my face during Hee Haw. I turned to you, and you repeated some of the things the folksy comedians had said. I didn’t laugh and you didn’t either, probably because you hadn’t grasped their humor, but you repeated them to the best of your ability anyway. When Lawrence Welk came on, we linked hands and danced around the room whenever we saw people on the ballroom floor. But I rarely needed help with Carol Burnett. She was so easy to lipread, and her facial expressions and body language told the whole story. Whatever words she said were quite beside the point.

Our house had a dining room, but we rarely ate there. All nine of us ate around a big table in the kitchen. I sat by the largest window where the light from outside fell on their faces for easier lipreading. Our words turned into a cacophony of conversation that dove around each other like sparrows. Laughter would suddenly puncture my eardrums, but I never caught what had been so funny. Sometimes they would be laughing so hard that they cried. I was the only one who never laughed nor said a word, the only paragon of silence who wanted to scream, “I’m here!”

But you caught my eye. You pointed with your eyes to this or that sibling, and you mouthed a summary of what they’d just said. I turned to them and grasped more of the words on their lips. When they shifted gears, I turned to you.

You pointed again to someone else around the table, and mouthed what they said.

Each time when I was lost at the table, I turned to you.

I didn’t understand that you needed me because you were lost too. You were then too young to participate in the banter. I was simply grateful.

I was your number six, and you were my number seven.

Do you remember that? I still do.

DAD WORKED LONG hours at the last factory in town. He was responsible for mixing recipes of certain color dyes for the thick burlap fabric later turned into stiff backpacks and tents. This was years before it went out of business after a new breed of nylon was developed elsewhere into something stronger, thinner, lighter, and completely waterproof. We rarely saw him. We knew his presence when he came home late. He rarely spoke, and when he did, we listened. He told us terse stories about the times he used to live on a farm north of the town where we lived. He took us there once and introduced us to the new owners who had taken over the place and made it a hobby farm. They seemed amazed that he had so many kids. We didn’t think we were a big deal. We never questioned how we came to be so many. We were named after aunts and uncles, but we were too busy to hang around with them when they drove long distances from California and Nebraska and Illinois to visit with us.

After we watched from the front stoop of our house the July Fourth fireworks that exploded high above the community college parking lot a few miles away, Dad opened a big brown box. He had bought fourteen boxes of sparklers, and we would get a pair of boxes each. We took turns running up and down the street with the sharp gray sparklers flickering in our faces, calling out to our parents to look at us, look at me, look at this! It seemed that even with the mosquitoes trying to nibble at our necks and arms and legs, nothing else mattered. The sparks of white burned slashes across the front of our eyes, and it seemed to take a good fifteen minutes before the burned images would fade from the inside of our eyelids.

I watched you write my name in the air. Your signature scorched my eyes.

I wrote your name in the air. It felt like magic.

We laughed.

It was the first pure family joke that I got without needing a backstory.

Our faces shimmered as we waved the sparklers in front of us. We kept writing each other’s names.

We took turns for Dad to light us a new one.

Mom leaned toward him, and they whispered to each other on the stoop.

It seemed the night would never end, but when the last sparkler went out, the bats careened out of nowhere. We screamed at the bats fluttering and making X’s under the streetlamps while moths flocked, trying every which way to break through to the hot glass bulbs. We didn’t know that some of them would lose their wings and die. We couldn’t stop watching their madness, but once the bugs multiplied around us, we had to go inside.

The true stories I remember of us are so far and few.

THEN CAME A new girl who moved into a house three blocks away. You were ten years old, and I was thirteen. My body had begun to change.

Her house on Spruce Street, having been long vacant, suddenly looked different with white paint with yellow trim and new double-paned windows. A new one-car garage was built with its driveway smoothly paved in pitch black. Her father wore baggy Carhartt pants, and it seemed that a cigarette was never far from his mouth. I watched him sit on his riding mower, going up and down each row on his ridiculously small lawn. I never understood why he couldn’t use a regular lawn mower. But I didn’t know that he had taken a new job at the burlap factory. He was an Ironwood boy who had pined to return ever since he left for the Army and met a woman who wanted to stay on in her big shot city. When he lost his job of ten years there, he called up his old buddies and snagged a job at the factory.

Then I saw her mother struggling to get out of the car. She was portly and wide-assed in a muumuu that hung like curtains around her body, and she wore bright orange ball earrings. She waved hello at us when I walked past with you. We were on our way to play at Norrie School.

She said, “Why hello there! Are you from around here?”

You nodded, so I nodded.

“I know someone you should meet.” She turned and yelled at a second-floor window above the driveway. “Ava! Come on outside.”

That was the first time you saw the girl who would change your life.

As Ava walked toward you, she wore her long hair with curls only at the end and her nails were painted a pearly white. Her thin-knitted top had a white collar. She looked poised with pearl earrings and designer jeans. As she came closer, she rolled her eyes at you, as if to say that her mother was so embarrassing. Even though she was ten years old, she seemed much older.

You told her your name and pointed to me. “She’s my sister. She’s deaf.”

“Hi, Ava,” I said. “Nice to meet you.”

She only giggled.

I looked around. Nothing was different. I didn’t see anything that could be making a funny sound. I looked up at the sky. Maybe a bird was making a weird noise. Nothing. It took me a long time before I realized she had found the sound of my nasal voice funny.

By then I had come to hate Ava McKeen.

BY THEN THERE weren’t a we anymore. We as a single organism had splintered once Patty followed Vicky by leaving Norrie for Ironwood Catholic High School on the other side of town. It seemed our siblings were disappearing one by one, and suddenly you and I were the only Foresters left at Norrie.

I felt more isolated when my classmates began to divide into cliques. Even though I was told I was an excellent lipreader, I was never sure what the girls by the brick wall talked about. I sensed they were talking about boys. Or music. Or movie stars. They gave me sneers of what-you-lookin’-at every so often.

I looked at myself in the mirror every day. My face was riddled with pimples. Each pimple I squeezed felt like a bullet hole. I found the presence of hair growing right out of my own body a bit creepy. I hadn’t quite understood the sex education classes because they showed slides with no text. I couldn’t lipread Mr. Whitman in the dark, but I could hear the titters when he showed simple drawings on the slide and continued in his dreary voice. I did not see a vagina or penis on the screen. Just general outlines of the male and female bodies.

I didn’t notice the changes in you at first.

You began to spend more and more time at Ava’s house, but you always came home right before dinner. You were learning to wear makeup.

Mom noticed. “You’re not Cleopatra. Take that stuff off right now.”

You rolled your eyes at her before you went into the bathroom.

Then one day you showed up in a blouse that was almost too tight. I saw the beginning of your breasts, and the soft clefts in your shoulders from your bra straps.

Mom said, “That’s way too tight. Change into something else.”

When you came back, dinner had already started. I scooped out the mashed potatoes and a medley of beans onto your plate, and waited for you to say something about the conversations whizzing about our heads.

But you said, “Thank you,” and you turned your attention to the banter.

When they erupted into laughter, I turned to you.

You were laughing, too, but you ignored the puzzlement on my face.

I said, “What?”

You rolled your eyes at me and said, “Later.”

I was furious. You had turned out to be just like everyone else in our family.

Then someone cracked a joke. I never knew what was so funny, but I watched you laugh. You weren’t laughing like before. Your laugh was strangely hollow, full of grown-up fakery. The carefree laughs you had shared with me were gone.

That was a story I wasn’t prepared to read.
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